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1.1 Introduction

The tumultuous times in and around the Paris Commune of 1871 and the Great
Depression followed by Second World War in the United States were instances in history that
greatly influenced artists’ output. This thesis will investigate how anarchist thought and activities
during these periods, respectively, affected the lives and œuvres of Camille Pissarro (1830-1903)
and Barnett Newman (1905-1970). To choose two such disparate artists and their relationship to
anarchism for a thesis might seem idiosyncratic. Pissarro died two years before Newman was
born. They lived on different continents; one was an Impressionist and the other, an Abstract
Expressionist. There are, however, surprising amounts of connections between them. Their
relationship to anarchism has been written about separately before - but not through a historical
perspective. Combining the two in one thesis adds a dimension to the discussion —how
anarchists in France and the United States influenced each other, and how that influence formed
the trajectory of numerous artists in both continents. Although it can be difficult translating
landscape and abstract paintings through a political and philosophical lens, this thesis will
attempt to find clear connections and parables.

1.2 Thesis Statement
The anarchist influence on Pissarro and Newman was of the same origin, and is detectable when
analyzing their art works, even though their paintings look vastly dissimilar in format, execution
and content. Pissarro and Newman believed their art to be political, albeit neither in an overt nor
didactic manner, and both were convinced that the art could bring forth societal change if it was
interpreted correctly.

1

To begin the exploration of the influence of anarchist ideology on the artists, this thesis will
define anarchism, and then move to positioning both Pissarro and Newman within the history of
anarchist publications, defining the figures of the movement and its main supporters. Pissarro’s
and Newman’s personal commonalities and positions on specific issues will be discussed to
further investigate their relationship to anarchism in their day-to-day lives, each in his specific
epoch.

1.3 Anarchist Influences
A major influence on both artists came from the anarchist writer Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921).
Kropotkin met Pissarro's son Lucien Pissarro in London on several occasions, and might have
encountered the elder Pissarro in Paris in the late 19th century because they had several mutual
friends. Kropotkin’s influence on Newman is also noteworthy: Kropotkin visited America in
1897 and 1901, and was a major inspiration on the anarchist Emma Goldman (1869-1940), who
was very familiar to artists in Newman’s circles. Newman’s teacher, John Sloan at the Art
Students League, and the anarchist artist Robert Henri knew Goldman personally. Newman’s
fellow abstract expressionist Mark Rothko attended one of her lectures.1 Goldman was a
figurehead to the anarchist movement in the U.S. Her book Living My Life, 2 a clipping from her

1

Dore Ashton, "Rothko's Passion,” Art International, vol. 22, no. 9 (February 1979), p. 7. In
Ann Schoenfeld dissertation: An Art of No Dogma: Philosophical Anarchist Protest and
Affirmation in Barnett Newman’s Writing and Art (New York: The City University of New
York, 2002), 275.
2
Emma Goldman, Living My Life. (Garden City, N.Y.: Garden City Publishing Company, Inc.,
1931 (one–volume edition, 1934). Collection of Barnett Newman Foundation.
2

obituary in The New York Times from 1940, and a program from a memorial in her honor that
Newman attended, are in his archive.3
This thesis presents the possibility that Goldman met Lucien Pissarro in London and
Pissarro in Paris as a result of extensive interactions between anarchists in Europe and the United
States at the time. Establishing evidence for this claim reveals one of the many threads
connecting Pissarro and Newman; in this case, a relationship to Goldman.
Returning to the artist’s shared connection with Kropotkin: in their book The Anarchist
Prince, George Woodcock and Ivan Avakumović speculate that Kropotkin stayed at Pissarro’s
home in Éragny-Sur-Epte in 1905. Newman owned a copy of The Anarchist Prince, and there is
a bookmark in his copy only two pages away from the passage describing this event; according
to the Barnett Newman Foundation, Newman may have left it there. Pissarro had passed away in
1904, but this small piece of evidence suggests a close relationship that Newman’s favourite
anarchist philosopher had to the Pissarro family.
Adding to the evidence of Newman’s connection to Kropotkin, the artist had six later
issues of Kropotkin’s anarchist journal Freedom4 in his library. We also know that Newman was
an admirer of Pissarro’s art, which he had seen first-hand at galleries in New York (Fig.1).5 He
visited the Durand-Ruel Impressionist exhibitions in 1932 and 1939, and the Wildenstein
Pissarro retrospective exhibition in 1946. He may also have seen Pissarro’s work at the Delius

The clipping from the New York Times and the memorial program is at Newman’s library at
the Collection of Barnett Newman Foundation.
4
The anarchist journal Freedom still published in London until 2014. It is now web-based.
5
In Barnett Newman’s library, currently in the collection of the Barnett Newman Foundation,
there are exhibition texts from the Durand Ruel Gallery’s:” Exhibition of Paintings by the
Impressionists”, 1934 (Pissarro exhibited three paintings) and at the same gallery: “Late 19th
Century French Art”, 1939 where he showed one lithograph. In that exhibition brochure, (which
was folded in half as if stuck in his pocket) Newman scribbled: “Impressionists Pissarro, Monet”
in pencil.
3

3

Gallery in 1953.6 There are three books and two exhibition catalogues on Pissarro (and a
biography on Lucien Pissarro) in Newman’s archive, which is more than any of the other
Impressionists, Monet included.7 The book most notable in regards to this thesis is Camille
Pissarro: Letters to His Son Lucien, edited, with the assistance of Lucien Pissarro, by John
Rewald and translated from the French by Lionel Abel. Newman learned about Pissarro’s life,
art, and his anarchist ideas from this book, but when comparing Abel’s translation to BaillyHertzberg’s compilation of the letters in French, it is obvious that Abel and Rewald took great
liberties in both content and context.8 As a result, what Newman learned about Pissarro was not
always accurate.
There is little in Newman’s writings that directly expresses his respect for Pissarro but the
art historian Joachim Pissarro (the artist’s great-grandson) has written and related in interviews
that Newman’s widow Annalee told him that Newman championed Camille Pissarro greatly. We
find an example of Newman lauding Pissarro in an unpublished article:
… only when Pissarro, Monet, Seurat, et al. created a new color aesthetic was this Venetian
velvet finally repudiated to open up a richer world of possibilities. No matter what we may
think today of the impressionists as artists, they solved the problem of color for all those
painting since. They set the artist's palette free of its prison.9
Apart from his acknowledgement of the way Impressionists had influenced the art of Newman’s
time, we note that Pissarro is listed before Monet, the usual spearhead of the group. Interestingly

Stuart Preston, “Work by Pissarro, Tomlin and Poor in New Shows,” New York Times, 5 April
1953.
7
From discussion with Heidi Colsman-Freyberger at the Barnett Newman Foundation, 2018.
The Pissarro books, apart from Letters to Lucien, in Newman’s personal library are: Pissarro. By
John Rewald. Les Éditions Paris Braun & Cie, Pissarro: Villes et campagnes. By Charles
Kunstler. Rythmes et Couleurs, Vol. 11. Lausanne, Switzerland: International Art Book, 1967.
8
A discussion of the differences in Janine Bailly-Hertzberg’s approach to John Rewald’s is
found in Joachim Pissarro’s 1992 Apollo article: “Reading Pissarro.”
9
Barnett Newman, "The Problem with Subject Matter," Selected Writings and Interviews (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 82.
6
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enough, this is the same order in which he scribbled the names in the exhibition pamphlet at the
1939 Durand-Ruel’s exhibition (Fig.1). Furthering the evidence that Newman saw Pissarro as an
important artist, in 1953, Newman sent a letter to William A.M. Burden, the President of The
Museum of Modern Art, scolding him for neglecting the Impressionists and buying into a false
history of modern art with Cézanne as the starting point. He inquired why the “important
Pissarro”10 had not been added to their collection.
Annalee Newman acquired three of Pissarro’s works after Newman had passed away,
possibly supporting Newman’s regards for Pissarro. As will be investigated further, in his article
“‘American-Type’ Painting,” Clement Greenberg’s makes the argument that Pissarro’s and
Monet’s art help inaugurate a historical trajectory to which Newman’s art is aligned.11

1.4 Pissarro’s and Newman’s Anarchist Readings
Newman partly learned about anarchism from several Kropotkin volumes in his
possession, but also through Goldman, Alexander Berkman, and Herbert Read, all scholars who
mostly based their writings on Kroptokin’s theories. Newman’s library contained Kropotkin’s
Memoirs of a Revolutionist (1899), Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (1904), and the Kropotkin
biography An Anarchist Prince by George Woodcock and Ivan Avakumovic. Even though
Goldman was a great influence on Newman, her anarchist journal Mother Earth and Berkman’s
Blast were not published in the United States after their deportations in 1919 and there are no
copies in the Newman archives. All in all, there are over twenty other books and pamphlets on

Barnett Newman, "Open Letter to William A. M. Burden, President of the Museum of
Modern Art” in Selected Writings and Interviews (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 39.
11
Clement Greenberg, “American Type” Painting”, Partisan Review, Volume 22, Nr. 2, Spring
1955, 189-93. (Newman had three copies of this Partisan Review).
10
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anarchism in the Newman archives with other notable anarchist writers represented like Mikhail
Bakunin and Errico Malatesta.12 Newman could also have been introduced to anarchist ideas by
his teachers at the Arts Students’ League and while studying in the philosophy department at
City College. There is little evidence in writing in articles and letters to friends and colleagues
about anarchism, but in conversation about her husband with the art historian Ann Schoenfeld,
Annalee Newman said “there was a lot of Kropotkin in everything he did” 13 and “throughout
Barnett Newman's life the model of Kropotkin came through.”14
Newman mostly read Kropotkin’s later work while Pissarro read his earlier publications,
but they still would have received similar information about Kropotkin’s theories from their
various sources. Pissarro owned a copy of Kropotkin's The Conquest of Bread and would also
have read his articles in anarchist journals such as Le Révolté, Le Père Peinard, La Plume, La
Revue Anarchiste and Les Temps Nouveaux. These journals were run by Pissarro’s friends and
acquaintances and information about the latest anarchist ideas would have come not only from
reading the journals, but also in conversation with influential anarchist writers and friends like
Élisée Reclus and Émile Pouget. In his writings, Pissarro also mentions Proudhon’s On Justice
during the Revolution and Church as a very important book. This book will have a prominent
role in this thesis. Proudhon spent his final days in Passy close to Pissarro’s grandparents and
there is a therefore a possibility that they met. What would speak against such a meeting would
be that proof has been unearthed of Proudhon’s militant anti-Semitism.15

12

The anarchist publications are listed at the Barnett Newman Foundation website:
http://www.barnettnewman.org/archives/library?c=Politics#search-box.
13
Ann Schoenfeld. An Art of No Dogma: Philosophical Anarchist Protest and Affirmation in
Barnett Newman’s Writing and Art, PhD. Diss., (New York: The City University of New York,
2002), 11.
14
Ibid.
15
https://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/economics/proudhon/1847/jews.htm.
6

The Memoirs of a Revolutionist, to which Newman wrote a preface when it was reissued
in 1968, was first published in London in 1899, and although it is not mentioned in any of
Pissarro's letters, Pissarro himself inevitably would have known about it. We can also conclude
that even the ideas in Kropotkin's Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution which came out in 1902,
one year before Pissarro passed away, would have been widely known because the anarchist
movement in the late 19th and in beginning of the 20th centuries was international. We find an
example of how effortlessly anarchist ideas moved in time and space in the 1894 issue of Le
Père Peinard 16 (in the Pissarro archive at Ashmolean) where the American Yiddish anarchist
journal Freie Arbeiter Stimme was listed.17 Not only did readings greatly influence Pissarro, but
the socio-political environments in which he lived did so as well. Moreover, Kropotkin’s theories
of Mutual Aid had first been published in essay form in England in the 1890s, hence the ideas
were spreading earlier than their publication of the collected essays in 1902.

Now that the statement of the problem, goal, and background for this thesis has been
established, the first chapter will look at the historical sources for Pissarro and Newman’s
anarchist beliefs.

16

In the Pissarro archive at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
Newman had contemporaneous editions of this publication in New York in the 1930s and
Newman mentions having to learn Yiddish to be able to read it.
17
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Chapter 1
An Introduction to Anarchism

This chapter provides a brief overview of anarchism for the purpose of laying out how
both Pissarro and Newman understood this philosophy. Following an overview and definition,
the chapter concludes with Newman’s evidence of a minor anarchist revival in the 1960s.
Newman did not acquire many books during his early years but one of the oldest, and,
judging by its condition, one of the most often read books in Newman’s possession was
Goldman’s Living My Life. In this work, Goldman defines anarchism succinctly, “The
philosophy of a new social order based on liberty unrestricted by man-made law; the theory that
all forms of government rest on violence, and are therefore wrong and harmful, as well as
unnecessary.”18
Goldman was influenced by three major anarchist philosophers: Pierre-Joseph Proudhon
(1809-1865), Peter Kropotkin, and Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876). Proudhon, who has sometimes
been named the father of anarchism, is best known for his concept of “property is theft.” His
experiences from the 1848 French revolution, in which he participated, greatly influenced his
successive writings and philosophy and further sharpened his anarchist ideas. Kropotkin was a
nobleman from Russia who spent forty years in exile in Europe before returning after the 1917
revolution. Kropotkin believed in a non-capitalist society where individual cooperation would
occur naturally. Bakunin, also born in Russia, championed collective anarchism, where all means
of productions were in the hands of the producers and collectively owned. Early Marxism had
similarities with 19th century Anarchism, and Marx was in dialogue with Proudhon and Bakunin,

18

Emma Goldman, Anarchism and Other Essays (New York: Dover Publications, 1910), 117.
8

but he ultimately rejected them both. Both movements believed in the abolition of private
property and the overthrow of the existing state. A major difference that separated the theories
was in the way an anarchist society would function after the revolution, namely, without any
ruling committee or central leadership. The communists wanted to seize the power of the state
and its institutions and the anarchists simply wanted to abolish it. Newman agreed with this
notion, “Anarchism is the only criticism of society which is not a technique for the seizure and
transfer of power by one group against another, which is what all such doctrines amount to – the
substitution of one authority for another.”19 Newman was somewhat unique among his peers to
have these anarchist ideals; most of his peers subscribed to the dominant Marxist doctrine at the
time.
In What Is Property? An Inquiry into the Principle of Right and of Government,
Proudhon lays out the core ideas that make this abolishment of state powers possible. He writes,
“I build no system. I ask an end to privilege, the abolition of slavery, equality of rights, and the
reign of law. Justice, nothing else; that is the alpha and omega of my argument: to others I leave
the business of governing the world.”20 Proudhon’s opinion, as suggested by Goldman as well,
was that society’s move into anarchism should be peaceful. Moreover, Proudhon envisioned the
creation of an anarchist bank, which would give favourable loans to bridge the transition to a
new a financial system. He set up such a bank as an experiment, but it ultimately failed.
Goldman shared this optimistic view of an anarchist economy and posited that freedom and

Barnett Newman, ‘The True Revolution Is Anarchist!’, in Barnett Newman: Selected Writings
and Interviews, John P. O’Neill (ed.), (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 45.
20
J.P. Proudhon, What is Property? An Inquiry into the Principle of Right and of Government
(New York: Dover Publications, 1970), Retrieved on April 21, 2010 from etext.lib.virginia.edu.
Accessed 11/15/2918 10:14, https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/pierre-joseph-proudhon-whatis-property-an-inquiry-into-the-principle-of-right-and-of-government.
19
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wealth sharing would inspire everyone to exemplary behaviour, leading to a perfect state,
“Anarchism, then, really stands for the liberation of the human mind from the dominion of
religion; the liberation of the human body from the dominion of property; liberation from the
shackles and restraint of government.”21 This desire for freedom is reflected again in Goldman’s
expressions that we must enjoy life; to dance, to explore sexual relations, and so forth,
“Anarchism stands for a social order based on the free grouping of individuals for the purpose of
producing real social wealth; an order that will guarantee to every human being free access to the
earth and full enjoyment of the necessities of life, according to individual desires, tastes, and
inclinations.”22
Key to anarchism is that individual freedom and economic equality will lead to exemplary
behaviour of citizens and anarchists believe that the shackles of society on the individuals are the
reason for all of society’s ills. Goldman pointed to scientific evidence behind the notion that if the
chains were broken, humankind would change:
This is not a wild fancy or an aberration of the mind. It is the conclusion arrived at by hosts
of intellectual men and women the world over; a conclusion resulting from the close and
studious observation of the tendencies of modern society: individual liberty and economic
equality, the twin forces for the birth of what is fine and true in man.23
After its rapid growth in the late 19th and early 20th century, the movement began to retract in
the United States and most of Europe in the 1930s (in Spain it was survived a bit longer and
played an important part in the Spanish civil war in 1936-39). By then, European governments
and the United States had created laws that cracked down on the movement to quell its
expansion. In the foreword to Kropotkin’s Memoirs of a Revolutionist, Newman writes in 1968

21

Emma Goldman, Anarchism and Other Essays (New York: Dover Publications, 1910), 49-50.
Ibid.
23
Ibid.
22
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that some of the strategies of a new generation of protesters (Newman calls them nihilists, flower
children and hippies) could be viewed as anarchist, but that the protests themselves ultimately
had little to do with anarchism:
To call the student revolts anarchist is, I believe, an exaggeration. Their takeover of
buildings has the look of the anarchist style, but let us not forget that nonviolent passive
resistance and the sit-in as revolutionary weapons are American inventions just as much
as violent revolution is an American invention. The takeover of the college is just as
much in the American tradition as it is anarchist. It was inside the buildings that the
anarchist drama took place.24

While the forms of protest were not specifically anarchist (there were plenty reports in the media
that linked the student revolts to anarchism at the time), Newman thought that the students’
strategy and attempt to self-govern without a leader and the resistance, at least by some of them,
to align themselves to a particular political affiliation, i.e. socialist or communist, was closer to
“anarchist drama.” Newman stresses how the Left worked against the anarchist cause, “There the
students found themselves resisting not only the administration on the Right but the several
cadres on the Left who were trying to politicize them.”25 Newman apparently had personal
experience with the young protestors:
As one of them said to me, "What happened is that we ended up having the anarchist
experience." Face to face with the philosophic problem of liberty and freedom and the
pragmatic problem of revolt against any apparatus and the necessity for objectives, they
became involved in the tragic dilemmas of revolutionary action and learned that
revolution is more than a nihilist Happening.26
Even though he expressed doubts that the students’ protests were anarchist as such, Newman is
positive about the possibility of them creating a new conversation, “Hopefully, the experience

“The True Revolution is Anarchist,” Foreword to Memoirs of a Revolutionist by Peter
Kropotkin. In Barnett Newman: Selected Writings and Interviews, 49.
25
Ibid.
26
Ibid.
24
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should lead to a serious involvement in anarchist ideas and thought."27 The 1960s did see
something of an anarchist revival and its influences can be traced to contemporary movements
like Occupy, Uncut and the Extension Rebellion, so it would seem as if Newman’s hope for the
movement’s continuation has been gratified.
The next chapter will investigate the political backdrop and environment that Pissarro
experienced in France that fuelled his anarchist ideas.

27

Ibid.
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Chapter 2
Anarchism and Politics in Fin de-Siècle France:

The Paris Commune and the failed revolutions in 1789 and 1848 were clearly on many
peoples’ minds upset with reactionary politics, and the possibility of a new revolution in the near
future was seen as inevitable. What is also certain is that atrocities by the authorities at the end of
the Commune radicalised an entire generation and greatly popularised anarchism.
When Pissarro moved from the Caribbean to settle permanently in France in 1855, the
politics in Europe were changing rapidly. This chapter will look into the most important
historical events at the time and how they created the anarchist surge that Pissarro lived through.
It will also point out the important anarchists close to Pissarro and the time-line of his political
beliefs.
The below quote by Proudhon gives a good sense of the exasperation of people like
Pissarro who reacted to the inequality and the poor state of affairs in mid-19th century France:

To be GOVERNED is to be watched, inspected, spied upon, directed, law-driven,
numbered, regulated, enrolled, indoctrinated, preached at, controlled, checked, estimated,
valued, censured, commanded, by creatures who have neither the right nor the wisdom
nor the virtue to do so. To be GOVERNED is to be at every operation, at every
transaction noted, registered, counted, taxed, stamped, measured, numbered, assessed,
licensed, authorized, admonished, prevented, forbidden, reformed, corrected, punished. It
is, under pretext of public utility, and in the name of the general interest, to be place
under contribution, drilled, fleeced, exploited, monopolized, extorted from, squeezed,
hoaxed, robbed; then, at the slightest resistance, the first word of complaint, to be
repressed, fined, vilified, harassed, hunted down, abused, clubbed, disarmed, bound,
choked, imprisoned, judged, condemned, shot, deported, sacrificed, sold, betrayed; and to

13

crown all, mocked, ridiculed, derided, outraged, dishonoured. That is government; that is
its justice; that is its morality.28
Proudhon blamed the government and the ruling class for the inequality, poverty and general
disfunction of the 19th century France society and his ideas were part of a surge in a political
grassroot movement at the time. An important part of this movement was The International
Workingman’s Association, which held its first meeting in London in 1864, and can be seen as a
turning point in European politics. In Memoirs of a Revolutionist, Kropotkin traces its history:

The understanding which was reached by some English workers and a few French
workers’ delegates to the London International Exhibition of 1862 became the startingpoint for a formidable movement, which soon spread all over Europe, and included
several million workers. The hopes which had been dormant for twenty years were
awakened once more.29
The hopes that Kropotkin is alluding to here refer to the 1848 revolutions:
…when the workers were called upon to unite, “without distinction of creed, sex,
nationality, race, or color, ”to proclaim that “the emancipation of the workers must be
their own work,” and to throw the weight of a strong, united, international organization
into the evolution of mankind, — not in the name of love and charity, but in the name of
justice, of the force that belongs to a body of men moved by a reasoned consciousness of
their own aims and aspirations.30
There was much optimism in the First International but also internal struggles from the
beginnings, since it tried to combine Karl Marx’s ideas with Proudhon and Bakunin’s differing
versions of anarchism. The conflict between Bakunin and Marx has been seen as crucial for the

28

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, General Idea of the Revolution in the Nineteenth Century, translated
by John Beverly Robinson (London: Freedom Press, 1923), 293-294.
29

Peter Kropotkin, Memoirs of a Revolutionist, (Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston and New
York:1899), 131. Accessed from https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/petr-kropotkin-memoirsof-a-revolutionist.
30
Ibid.
14

development of socialist thought in the 19th and 20th centuries. Bakunin stood for the belief in a
human nature in which, if the oppressive bourgeoisie powers were removed, people would go
back to a natural perfect state and live in harmony. This concept was inspired by the ideas of the
Enlightenment. Bakunin’s utopia (as for many anarchists) lies in an original paradise like Eden
or the Virgilian Golden Age, whereas Marx assumes human nature as defined by and determined
in social relations and as such looks to the future. Bakunin argued that there should and would be
an uprising by the poorest masses; the farmers and lowest classes. Marx, on the other hand,
believed in a more orderly revolution from the industrial workers and educated lower echelons of
society. The First International popularized anarchism but what would more than anything push
people towards its philosophy was the Commune.

La Semaine Sanglante

The Paris Commune, a popular uprising and social experiment partially based on
anarchist views, came about in the aftermath of Napoléon III’s failed war against Prussia in
1870. After the defeat of the French at Sedan in September 1870, the emperor was exiled to
England and the Prussians marched towards Paris. They decided not to immediately attack the
city but they cut off all trade and communications. This led to terrible suffering and starvation
and there were reports of people eating cats, rats, and animals from the zoo. The Siege, the
embarrassing surrender of the territories of Alsace and Lorraine (Elsass-Lothrien), and the
triumphant march by the Prussians down the Champs-Elysées turned out to be too much for
Parisians who rose up against the French government. They created the Commune in March
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1871 but it lasted only two months, between March 18th to May 28, and ended with the Bloody
Week (Semaine Sanglante), in which tens of thousands of Parisians were killed (Fig.3a-b).
Kropotkin detected anarchist origins in the Commune and wrote that it “sprang from the
heart of a whole community” instead of being an idea from a single individual and “by
proclaiming the free Commune, the people of Paris proclaimed an essential anarchist principle,
which was the breakdown of the state.”31 Kropotkin also believed that the Commune was a
practice run for the next anarchist revolution and he gave examples of the reasons it failed:

The Commune of 1871 could be nothing but a first attempt. Beginning at the close of a
great war, hemmed in between two armies ready to join hands and crush the people, it
dared not unhesitatingly set forth upon the path of economic revolution. It neither boldly
declared itself socialist nor proceeded to the expropriation of capital nor the organization
of labor. Nor did it break with the tradition of the state, of representative government. It
did not seek to effect within the Commune that very organization from the simple to the
complex which it inaugurated without, by proclaiming the independence and free
federation of communes.
Kropotkin thought that the imminent, next revolution would turn properly anarchistic:
When the revolutionary situation ripens, which may happen any day, and governments
are swept away by the people, when the middle-class camp, which only exists by state
protection, is thus thrown into disorder, the insurgent people will not wait until some new
government decrees, in its marvellous wisdom, a few economic reforms. 32

The Commune administration had several anarchists among them, including Gustave Courbet,
who became a temporary administrator and Pissarro’s friend Élisée Reclus’ brother, Élie Reclus,
who became the director of the National Library. Kropotkin described the mostly bloodless
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transition into Commune rule, “The government evaporated like a pond of stagnant water in
spring breeze, and on the nineteenth the great city of Paris found herself free from the impurity
which had defiled her, with the loss of scarcely a drop of her children's blood.”33
Although they had little time to work out their ideas, the Commune administration
managed to create some new ordinances. One was the end of night bread baking and another one
assisted working mothers with childcare.34 In the end, Kropotkin was disappointed:
Paris sent her devoted sons to the town hall. There, shelved in the midst of files of old
papers, obliged to rule when their instincts prompted them to be and to act among the
people, obliged to discuss when it was needful to act, to compromise when no
compromise was the best policy, and, finally, losing the inspiration which only comes
from continual contact with the masses, they saw themselves reduced to impotence.35
The underlying message here is that the uprising at this stage functioned more like a Marxist
revolt than an anarchist one since it lost inspirational contact with the masses. Kropotkin
believed that, in the end, the Commune was not successful because the revolution was not
anarchist enough in its conception and execution.
Several artists and communards living in France fled to London before and during the
conflict. Claude Monet (who avoided conscription by crossing the channel), James Tissot, and
Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux all left for England around this time. Pissarro fled from Louveciennes in
1870 (where his house was turned into stables for horses by the Prussians)36 to Norwood in
South London with his family. He stayed there for a year, before returning to France in 1871.
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Anarchist Philosophers who Influenced Pissarro

As mentioned earlier, the early anarchists P. J. Proudhon and Peter Kropotkin greatly
influenced Pissarro. Pissarro’s enthusiasm for Proudhon is evident in a note he sent to Lucien
with a copy of Of Justice in the Revolution and the Church in 1884, “I’m sending you through
Alice [Isacsson] a book by Proudhon, De la Justice dans la Révolution. Please look after it
carefully. Read it and tell me what you think. It is more beautiful than all crossed bibles.”37 He
mentions Proudhon again in a letter to Lucien in 1891, “I am currently reading J.P. Proudhon, he
absolutely agrees with our ideas. His book De la Justice dans la Révolution should be read one
end to the other.38 Pissarro learned about Proudhon’s anarchism in the 1860s, which we find
evidence of in a letter that his friend Antoine Guillemet wrote on his behalf in which Proudhon’s
quote “Only from the ashes from the old civilisation will a new art be born” is included.39
Proudhon’s philosophy, which he writes about in the opening chapters in Justice, is
available for all - is based on observation and linked to beauty, and will ultimately lead to
revolution. Philosophy’s defining characteristics are, according to Proudhon:

Its eminently positive character, its egalitarian spirit and its democratic and anti-mystical
tendencies. It is philosophy, we have said, that made the French Revolution, by deducing
from its own pure essence the principle of civil and political equality. Then, we have
confirmed that premise by uprooting all the pretensions of transcendence and proving that,
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in fact and by right, there is nothing for the mind apart from observation and consequently
nothing that ordinary mortals can claim by virtue of simple good sense.40
Most poignantly, in regards to Pissarro’s whole modus operandi, it is possible for ordinary people
to discover philosophical truth through ceaseless observation, “To observe things carefully; to
consider them successively in all their parts and all their aspects, without permitting oneself a
notion of the whole before being certain of the details.”41

Proudhon writes that, in art, justice and morality will shine through when the art is, not
only beautiful, but also when is, “brought back to its pure and just form, without excess or defect,
without violence or softness.”42 This counters manipulating, adding subject matter or acting as a
medium while pursuing artistic endeavors. Proudhon concludes succinctly, “Right in form and
expression, Justice in social life.” 43

Pissarro continued to be introduced to anarchist ideas in the late 1870s and early 1880s by
friends such as Maria Deraismes, but his anti-establishment tendencies were there from early on.
He had left a comfortable bourgeoisie lifestyle at St. Thomas (at the time under Danish rule) to
become a painter, “I was in St. Thomas in [18]52, a well-paid shop clerk. But I couldn’t stand it,
so without giving it a thought I dropped everything and ran off to Caracas, to break the mooring
that tied me to bourgeois life."44 Pissarro took the leap from a comfortable life, and surrounded
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himself with like-minded anti-bourgeois individuals. Some of the most influential anarchist writers
and editors of 19th century France became his friends: Élisée Reclus (a major theorist), Felix
Fénéon (the author who coined the term ‘neo-impressionism’), Zo d’Axa (editor of L’En dehors),
Octave Mirbeau (writer, journalist), Jean Grave (Editor of Le Révolté, La Révolte and Les Temps
Nouveaux ), Émile Pouget (editor of La Sociale, Le Père Peinard ), and the writer Bernard Lazare.

Pissarro was supportive of his friends and the anarchist cause and he sent money to Pouget
in 1896 to help La Sociale, which was ailing. He made a lithograph for Les Temps Nouveaux that
was sold to raise money for the publication, and he also donated money to families of arrested
anarchists, both to Fénéon and Grave.45 In addition, his friend and artist Maximillian Luce (18581941) sent Charles Malato, a Spanish anarchist and friend of Pissarro, money from a sale of one
of Pissarro’s paintings. Again supporting Grave, he twice paid the debt to the printer for La Révolte
and Les Temps Nouveaux, with donations of over 1000 francs.46
Pissarro was not, however, an uncritical student of anarchism. After he had finished reading
Kropotkin’s The Conquest of Bread, he wrote to his friend Octave Mirbeau that he thought it is a
“beautiful dream” even though clearly utopian. One example of what he did not agree with was
Kropotkin’s view that everyone should work as farmers to be able to be landscape painters:
But how can the painter express the poetry of work in the fields if he has only
contemplated it, imagined it, if he has never delighted in it himself? If he only knows it as
a bird of passage knows the country he soars over on his migrations? If, in the vigour of
early youth, he has not followed the plough at dawn and enjoyed mowing grass with a
large swathe of the scythe next to hardly haymakers vying in energy with lively young
girls who fill the air with their songs? 47
The print was advertised in the June’s issue of Les Temps Nouveaux in 1895. Both Lucien and
Pissarro had regular subscriptions to the magazine.45
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Kropotkin’s theory in Conquest of Bread was that through technology and cooperation the
workday would only be around five hours per day, and there would be a six-day working week
(five hours was considered a half a day’s work at the time). Kropotkin had little respect for the
bourgeois artist:
The love of the soil and of what grows on it is not acquired by sketching with a
paintbrush — it is only in its service; and without loving it, how paint it. This is why all
that the best painters have produced in this direction is still so imperfect, not true to life,
nearly always merely sentimental. There is no strength in it.48
Pissarro’s negative response to Kropotkin’s idea of having to work in the fields himself to be
able to paint the landscape is expressed in a letter to Lucien, “Let us first be an artist, and we
shall have the faculty to feel [smell] everything, even a landscape without being a peasant.”49
We see, in the passage, that even though Pissarro shared a lot of Kropotkin’s ideas, he did not
believe that every person should have to do every job in an anarchist society. Pissarro read La
Conquête du Pain in 1892 in a small, practically-sized edition that would fit easily in a pocket,
which meant that Pissarro could have brought it with him when he went out painting in the
fields. This might have been in the actual surroundings mentioned in Kropotkin’s quote where
Pissarro read it. Kropotkin gave a signed copy of the same edition of the Conquest of Bread to
the British Library in London in 1892, where it is still available for access to the general public
in the reading rooms (Fig.2). Pissarro had ordered his copy of the book from Librairie Achille
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Heymann, 1 Rue Laffitte which is, incidentally, in the same building where the 8th, and final
Impressionist exhibition took place.50
Subscribing to anarchism was not without its dangers at the time. By the 1880s, the
French and British governments were suspicious of left-wing saboteurs and anarchists. The
Phoenix Park murders, in Dublin on May 6, 1882 had triggered England to censor mail.51 In the
years that followed, censorship was rife and the authorities in both France and England searched
through letters and packages to find contraband. Lucien noticed postal irregularities and he
implicated, wrongly, the Pontoise post office, but Camille Pissarro knew that the inspections
were centralized. Lucien expresses his frustration, “I cannot be any more amazed that you do not
receive my letters and I cannot understand their disappearance… one believes that this good and
imbecile city of Pontoise thinks I am in London on a more or less anarchist purpose. Two letters
in a row did not reach you. I advise you to protest at the post office.”52 Camille responds:
I finally received your eight pages long letter; it was stamped of London on the 13th and
was delivered here only on the 18th. No doubt the post office opened it, because the
envelope was mangled, you should not presume, my dear Lucien, that it was in Pontoise
where the post office allowed itself the indiscretions, at first it was in Paris or in
London… It is enough to read such and such newspaper to be suspect and put on an
index. I would not be amazed if that would be the cause of the delay of your letter.53

There were also problems with the censorship of anarchist publications in the United States. The
January issue of Goldman’s journal Mother Earth was held up by the post office without
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explanation in 1909. Her friend Margaret Sanger’s leaflet on abortion was delayed by the post
office as well. 54
During tumultuous years in Paris in the early 1990’s the anarchists Ravachol, Auguste
Vaillant, Émile Henry and others used dynamite to put fear into Parisians. Especially after Émile
Henry’s55 bomb in the restaurant Terminus, it seemed as if the anarchists were a threat to
everyone’s safety. The authorities acted forcefully and there were several arrests, including
Pissarro’s friends Grave, Fénéon, Pouget and Luce. That Pissarro understood that he was on a list
of known anarchists and having friends arrested must have made Pissarro feel increasingly
insecure during these times. As a result, Pissarro, his wife Julie and his son Felix, travelled to
Belgium in 1894 to sit out the storm.
The turbulent times around the Commune inspired many people to take desperate
measures, but it seems that Pissarro was never active in any of the propaganda deeds. He
expressed his ideas solely in his art, as we will see in the following chapter, which explores how
it is possible to read anarchism in his oeuvre.
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Chapter 3
Does Anarchism reveal itself in Pissarro’s art?
“A good rifle’s distance away”

This chapter situates Pissarro’s art in its historical origins, it looks into his painting
methods and use of narrative, and contrasts one of his paintings with other artworks to make the
case for anarchist influence.
The absence of any historical narrative in Pissarro’s art and its stress on the sensation can
be construed as a sign of the changing times; as such, he frees himself from the shackles of
prevailing academic art history. His radical views (if not specifically anarchist) shine through
with this absence of bourgeois characters, symbols, and his thoroughly empirical investigation
and depiction of what was right in front of him.
The first Impressionist exhibition took place in 1874, and the subsequent exhibitions by
Impressionists created quite a stir. Louis Leroy, the critic who out of jest coined the term
Impressionism, wrote that, in order to appreciate Pissarro’s paintings, one should be “a good rifle
distance away.” 56 Meant as a criticism, it can also be used as fodder for the serious impact
Pissarro and other Impressionists’ paintings had, and how upsetting it was for conservative
academia and the ruling order. Pissarro and the other Impressionists’ paintings were perceived as
revolutionary and their impact was that of a penetrating bullet into the conservative salons of the
mid-century Paris. To continue on the ballistic theme, Newman once likened Cézanne’s apples
to cannonballs, although primarily not for their impact on art history, but to separate them from
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Monet’s ephemeral paintings. 57 The Impressionists' bright new colour schemes and slice of life
subject matter and crude execution opened up a new dialogue with the viewer who became a part
of the experience, foreshadowing the field of contemporary art of today.
In the lower right corner of Pissarro’s Bank Holiday, Kew (fig.4) is a summarily painted
dog - created out of the background with only a few strokes in the same colour as the stamped
signature located next to the image of the dog. The warm sepia and burnt sienna strokes mixed
with a little white seem slightly apart from the hues of the rest of the painting, and one could
speculate that it was an afterthought: perhaps at the end of painting the piece, Pissarro found a
few happy accidents that could be turned into a hound. If the signature wasn’t stamped, it would
appear as if it was painted at the same time, when finishing up the work. Most of the figures are
standing still in the picture, seemingly placed deliberately in places to create interesting diagonal
lines on the picture plane, but the dog is gingerly walking out of the picture, passing the
signature on its way out. It is also separate from all other figures in the painting in its refrain
from impasto. One reading of the meaning of the dog in this painting could be that he is alluding
to the life of an artist among the well-dressed English bourgeoisie. The dog could also be an
allegory for the outcast and traveller among respected society, like the anarchist without worldly
possessions or the Wandering Jew (a legend Pissarro knew).
Based on Pissarro’s writing, the most likely explanation is that the dog passed by when
Pissarro painted the picture and he wanted to be true to that moment. This dedication to a truthful
depiction is prevalent in many of Pissarro’s writings. For example, in a letter to Lucien, he
references a Turner drawing that Lucien had copied, “This drawing of Turner [Le Cours-la-
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Reine] seems to me very good; it does appear to me as if you didn’t copy it in front of it - you
neglected the trees.”58 Lucien was reprimanded because he didn’t manage to make a truthful
copy, suggesting that Camille Pissarro thought that only through a detailed investigation, true to
the subject, the artist can create modern and valid art. This dedication to the truth combined with
artistic freedom is part and parcel of Impressionism - what James H Rubin calls its whole
concept, “the performance of individual freedom in the production of truthful appearances”59
This stress on truth, individual freedom, and independence from institutions aligns well to
anarchist philosophy. Proudhon wrote in Justice that truthful scientific observation will lead to
the conclusion that we are all equal, and ultimately to the revolution. This philosophy could be
used as instructions for Pissarro to practically apply politics in his art:
Verify unceasingly your observations; put your ideas in order; take care in your analyses,
your recapitulations, your conclusions; be sober in your conjectures and hypotheses;
mistrust probabilities and above all authorities; do not believe the word of any soul who
lives, and use the ideal as a means of scientific construction and control, but do not
worship it.60

The observations, and the link Proudhon makes between art and morality, create a clear strategy
for anarchist art making, “Right in form and expression, Justice in social life: the law is always
the same. This is where the man of genius and the man of good boast; that is the secret of the
mysterious bond that unites art and morality together.”61
We can see how Pissarro put this into practice by looking into whether there is a
deliberate meaning behind the appearance of a dog as staffage. With its possible connotations
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with as diverse concepts as individuality, free spirit and a sign of fidelity in allegorical painting,
the dog would have created a clear narrative that Pissarro wanted to avoid. In another letter to
Lucien, Pissarro echoes very much Proudhon, “It would be then another generation, that, freed
from religious, mystical, and mysterious ideas, would return to more modern ideas.”62 Another
example of Pissarro’s wish for no erroneous readings in subject matter is found in a letter to
Mirbeau in 1891, in which he expresses fear that romance could be detected in his own Seated
Peasant Girl Daydreaming Sunset.63
There are only a couple of paintings among over 1528 documented Pissarro paintings
where the dogs are properly identifiable (in the Ashmolean Collection there are some sketches of
dogs, see Fig. 5), hence it might be that Pissarro avoided the subject. It could also simply be that
Pissarro was uninterested in painting dogs, but for the sake of the argument, and with both
Proudhon’s and Pissarro’s words of observing and creating without religion, mysticism or
mediums in mind, the case can be used as an example. Pissarro would have been aware of the
historical precedents of canine symbolism and allegory in art. One example is Titian’s Venus of
Urbino (1583).64 Titian’s dog lying next to Venus, representing fidelity, was replaced by a cat in
Manet’s Olympia (1863), a bold move away from convention. For Pissarro, revising the
allegories to a more contemporary narrative would not have aligned with modern ideas because
doing so would have obscured the immediate sensation of the picture and complicated a
Proudhon synthesis, since it was still clouded by metaphor. Another example of where a dog
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conjures a narrative (to which Proudhon would have disapproved) is found in Edgar Degas’ The
Bellelli Family (1858-60), where a dog is pointedly sauntering out of the frame, perhaps
suggesting fidelity is leaving the room (Fig.6).

Nature Ceaselessly Observed
Joachim Pissarro, an art historian and the artist’s great-grandson, describes this way to
avoid historical precedents as a “strictly non-interpretative strategy.”65 The people (and objects)
should have freedom from their allegorical, religious and historical significance – they are just
there to create the sensation, the experience of the piece in the moment. Joachim Pissarro sets up
a circular argument, based on Camille Pissarro’s logic, with a set of premises beginning with a
major one, “…[A] current of contemporary history (c.1890), leads to the liberation of the
masses…,” which is followed by a minor premise that, “Impressionism removes the scales from
the eyes of those who view its works inasmuch as it is an art based on true and honest
‘sensations’ required by the process of liberation.” This leads to the conclusion, “Impressionism
is part of the new movement of history conceived as a process of liberation.”66
Even modern objects like the trains, bridges, and industrial smoke that tantalized other
Impressionists figure in Pissarro’s paintings like subdued characters without narratives - there is
almost a detached view of the world in them. With the overall expression and generic sum of the
objects and people in the pictures, one could argue that Pissarro dislocates the narrative through
pictorial unity. Joachim Pissarro suggests that Camille Pissarro turned away from the narrative
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by painting time, “everyday time, the time one take to chat, to loaf, to pick peas.67 The journalist
Robert de La Villehervé gives another example of this when he describes Pissarro’s modus
operandi as, “never giving a random touch but striving with this marvellous sensitivity to give as
exact an interpretation of nature ceaselessly observed.”68
There is an almost scientific pursuit in Pissarro’s topographical paintings even before he
started applying the neo-impressionist technique. This search for an independent truth also
disconnects them from mythical or allegorical readings. This assertion opens up a more
contemporary interpretation based on impartiality, individuality and freedom of execution, all
topics that can be related to anarchist thought.

Sources and Collaborators
Justice en sociologie, harmonie en art: même chose 69

There were French pre-cursors to Pissarro's use of the landscape and rural setting as a
political arena. Both Gustave Courbet (1819-1897) and Jean-François Millet (1814-1875) made
realist paintings of struggling rural workers that Pissarro had seen and was influenced by. Millet
was in a unique position to depict these environments since he had been raised on a farm in
Normandy. His most poignant picture The Gleaners, 1857, is a naturalist depiction of destitute
workers picking up the wheat leftovers after the harvest. The painting can be read as radical,
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even though Millet was not a revolutionary, ultimately a conservative. His religious faith and
fatalist views make the painting less of a political statement and highlight the heroic struggle of
the urban poor and their toils as part of the human condition. Millet felt that these had to be
endured stoically. Significantly, Pissarro made a painting with the same name in 1889 (Fig.10).
Pissarro did not think that Millet’s intentions mattered in a debate whether he was a socialist or
not, since Millet was, “unconscious of the march of modern ideas.” As he added, Millet,
“defends the idea without knowing it!!!”70 Pissarro’s Gleaners, in contrast to Millet’s painting, is
not a picture of hardship, but conveys an idyll; workers are not struggling - they are helping each
other out in an anarchist utopia.
Courbet was more overtly political than Millet in The Stone Breakers, 1849, a painting
which shows two men hard at work in ragged clothes. The painting, destroyed during the
bombing in WWII was ground-breaking for its monumental scale, 5'3" x 8'6". It might not be
direct political propaganda, but it does convey Courbet’s compassion and his interest in social
issues. When Proudhon wrote about utilizing art in the cause of promoting anarchism, he put
forth Courbet as an example, and in the first chapter of Principe De l’Art et De Sa Destination
Sociale, he praised Courbet’s painting A Burial at Ornans, 1849-50. It was Courbet’s realistic
depictions of people that Proudhon appreciated. As he observed, “We must see ourselves as we
are, not in a fantastic, indirect image, which is no longer us.”71 Courbet, reciprocally, came to
consider Proudhon as one of the 19th century’s greatest thinkers and he painted his portrait in
1865. Courbet was an important figure during the Commune and inaugurated the revolutionary
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Féderation des Artistes, which claimed the abolition of the Salon, Ecole des Beaux-Arts
including medals and prizes, all according to an anarchist credo.72 Pissarro, when portraying
Cézanne (Portrait of Paul Cézanne, 1874), pointed to the importance of Courbet as a trailblazer
political artist, as he appears in the background of the painting raising a beer to Cézanne. The
image of Courbet was based on a caricature from the newspaper Le Hanneton, and in the article
that accompanied the illustration, he is portrayed as a “martyr of all the reactionary tendencies in
France and a champion of all the independent and progressive ones.”73
If the 1848 revolution inspired Courbet and Millet, the Paris Commune and its aftermath
were the breeding ground for the most anarchist art movement of the 19th century: neoimpressionism. The term neo-impressionism was coined by the writer, editor and anarchist
activist Félix Fénéon in 1886. Fénéon, quite remarkably, worked between 1881- 1894 in the
nationalistic and authoritarian Ministry of War, reaching the position of chief clerk, while at the
same time contributing to several anarchist publications.74 He lost his job at the ministry after
becoming a suspect in the bombing at Hotel Foyot in 1894, for which he was arrested and spent
three months in prison. He was ultimately released after the so-called Trial of the Thirty, in
which two additional friends of Pissarro’s, Jean Grave and Émile Pouget, were accused as well.
Grave was arrested and stood trial at the same time as Fénéon (and was subsequently released)
but Pouget had gone underground.
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Artists regularly counted as neo-impressionists are: Georges-Pierre Seurat (1851-1891),
Paul Signac (1863-1935), Maximillian Luce, Théo van Rysselberghe (1862-1926), Albert
Dubois-Pillet (1846–1890), and Camille and Lucien Pissarro. The elder Pissarro met Seurat and
Signac in 1885 and they were closer to Lucien’s age (Signac and Lucien were born in the same
year) than his own, but their ideas of a new art, based on scientific as well as emotional truth,
was in line with the course Pissarro was pursuing at the time. He saw an opportunity to
collaborate artistically with them as he had done with the Impressionists in the past. Luce
became closest to Pissarro, perhaps owing to his strong anarchist convictions. Luce belonged to
The Anarchist Group of the 14th Arrondissement75 and, like Pissarro, made illustrations for
several anarchist journals like Les Temps Nouveaux and Le Père Peinard (it should be pointed
out that Pissarro contributed very few such illustrations). Luce’s many portraits of artisans can be
related to Pissarro’s rural market pictures for their depictions of small-scale production and
ownership of the fruits of their labor, distant to mass-production and consumerism. The expert
craftspeople and small businesses bartering at the market, easily fit into the anarchist idea of a
classless society with small communes.
For Pissarro, neo-impressionism was a way to better combine his personal sensations
with a more objective way of working with subject matter. The objectiveness was due to the fact
that neo-impressionist paintings could almost be perceived as mechanical, since they were less
reliant on the individualistic brushstroke. This made the paintings look more scientific in contrast
to the more romantic Impressionists. The neo-impressionists wanted to create a synthesis with
science and anarchist politics was combined the decorative. Logically, the decorative could be
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seen as in opposition to social issues, but it fit in well with the anarchist notion of harmony in
nature, which Proudhon, Kropotkin and Reclus all wrote about. Fénéon also pointed out to the
dialogue with nature when writing about Signac’s synthetic art, “[Signac] was able to create
exemplary specimens of an art of great decorative development, which sacrifices anecdote to the
arabesque, nomenclature to synthesis, the fleeting to the permanent, and in its celebrations and
its magic, confers on Nature, which at last grew weary of its precarious reality, an authentic
Reality.”76
Science was to be in contrast to the traditional use of mythology and symbolism in art,
and this point was similar to Proudhon’s use of philosophy in Justice, where it also stood in
opposition to religion and mystical tendencies.77 Modernity was quickly changing peoples’ lives,
and the great strides in all sciences were part of the fin de-siècle experience. Pissarro was
certainly exposed to new scientific findings through his diligent readings of periodicals and
newspapers. He knew of the latest colour and aesthetics theories by Michel Eugène Chevreul
(1786-1889), Ogden Rood (1831-1902), and of his mathematician/poet/amateur scientist
acquaintance Charles Henry (1859-1926). Henry linked a scientific aesthetic with the
improvement of society in his Introduction à une Esthétique Scientifique and Chevreul
developed the theory that if colours were separated on the canvas, they could be mixed optically
in the eye and brain. To give an example, small dabs of blue next to dabs of yellow on a canvas
create a vivid, clear green colour in the mind. These scientists’ influence on Pissarro is evident in
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the draft of a letter to Paul Durand-Ruel,78 where Pissarro demonstrates his understanding of the
science behind optical experiences:
To seek modern synthesis by means based on science which will be based on the theory
of complementary colours discovered by M. Chevreul. And according to Maxwell’s
experiments and O. N. Rood’s measurements, substitute the optical mixture for the
mixture of pigments, in other words: the decomposition of tones into their constituent
elements. Because the optical mixture generates much more intense luminosities than the
mixture of pigments.79
These brighter, science-based paintings provided a way for the neo-impressionists to illustrate an
anarchist future, and for Pissarro, the technique was also a way to specifically express anarchism
without reverting to obviously political subjects. That people couldn’t ascertain anarchist ideas in
his art without him using clear, social issues related subject matter became a frustrating issue for
him:
I made a drawing representing coal-haulers at the port in Rouen; I had luckily made this
motif during my stay in the city since without it I would have had to send him a tree
trunk, which would not have worked. I wondered what a man of letters meant by
anarchist art…definitely they don’t understand.80
In a letter to Lucien in1884, Pissarro speaks about his wish to create art “without captions,
without explanations” that could communicate a social message without compromising on
beauty.”81 From Lucien Pissarro, writing in Les Temps Nouveaux in 1895 (in a letter that would
have been heavily influenced by his father), we learn that Lucien and Camille did not feel the
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need to elevate the taste of the uneducated with traditional, reactionary pictures, and that they
clearly believed that art could be anarchist without political subject matter. Lucien reacted to an
article about high-minded versus easily understood subject matter in a previous issue of the
magazine:
The distinction you make between “Art for Art” and “Art of Social Tendency”, does not
exist. Any production that is really a work of art is social (whether the author likes it or
not) ...This work of pure beauty will have broadened the aesthetic conception of other
individuals. Produce for the masses, you say? At the present, the masses are being kept in
an almost complete ignorance. Is it not better to produce what is the truth for oneself,
even if it is only understood by ten individuals who will help the understanding of others,
and so on? Isn't this how progress is accomplished? …This misunderstanding between
revolutionary writers and artists has been going on for a long time, it has given rise to the
artist side of the "ivory tower", "intellectual aristocratic", and other nonsense. Is it
permissible for an anarchist artist to try (oh! Imperfectly) to dispel it? Yes, right? It is still
communism.82
Lucien writes succinctly in the same article about the anarchist landscape, remarking, “At least I
see it clearly, but not for the choice of subject.” Signac was of the same view:
The anarchist painter is not the one who will represent anarchist paintings but the one
who without concern for profit, without desire for reward, will fight with all his
individuality against bourgeois and official conventions by a personal contribution…The
subject is nothing, or at least is only one part of the work of art, no more important than
the other elements, colors, drawing, composition... When the eye is educated, the people
will see something other than the subject in the pictures. When the society we dream of
will exist, when rid of the exploiters who fool it, the worker will have time to think and to
educate himself. He will appreciate all the various qualities of the work of art.83
Almost all of the neo-impressionist artists were outspoken anarchists, which would have
appealed to Pissarro since it gave him an opportunity to collaborate with like-minded, but the
neo-impressionist technique ultimately proved too cumbersome and restrictive for him and he
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returned to a more spontaneous approach in the early 1890’s. In 1896 he expressed his
misgivings about the movement in a letter to Henry Van de Velde, where he asked not to be
counted to the neo-impressionist movement anymore, “I don't find harmony there, I don't find
modern life there.”84

Art and Propaganda
Comparing a painting by Pissarro (Fig.10) to a 20th century Russian Communist
propaganda poster (Fig.9) might seem arbitrary for the vast differences in motives and execution,
but there are seemingly happy people in the fields doing honest work in both, in sharp contrast to
the struggling gleaners by Millet. As mentioned, similarities between Marxism and Anarchism
existed in the early days of their formations, and when Proudhon had published What is
Property? in 1840, Marx contacted him and they met for discussions in Paris. As mentioned
before, Proudhon had used Courbet’s art to promote anarchism. Kropotkin also wanted to enlist
artists to further the anarchist cause and he instructed artists to, “Fire the hearts of our youth with
that revolutionary enthusiasm which enflamed the souls of our ancestors.”85
In many of Pissarro’s pictures, people are chatting, resting or performing light duties
visually linked to the landscape by uniform brushstrokes, with an overall sense of freshness and
wholesomeness. There are, however, other notable similarities to the propaganda poster; the
wide-open fields have no fences, the space is not divided up into landowners' plots, and there are

84

Anne Thorold (ed.), Artists, Writers, Politics: Camille Pissarro and his Friends (Oxford:
Ashmolean Museum Oxford, 1980), 28.
85
Peter Kropotkin, “An Appeal to the Young”, First published in Le Révolté, 1880.
http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/Anarchist_Archives/kropotkin/appealtoyoung.html
36

no supervisors.86 The shared vision of both the artist of the Soviet Republic and Pissarro is that
the land belongs to the people, who willingly perform the work on it; a rural society pictured
where people are self-governed, happy in their surroundings, and working at their own pace.
It would be disingenuous to say that Pissarro’s paintings are posters illustrating anarchist
utopia in a direct fashion but the underlying message is there. An older painting by George
Stubbs, Reapers 1785 (Fig.11), illuminates the point as polar opposite. Here, the workers are
dressed like mannequins for a more pleasing picture, wearing clothes more suitable for a Sunday
stroll than for a harvesting hay. There is a foreman on a horse separating himself fully from the
workers and the muddy ground. He exudes authority in high leather riding boots and a thick
overcoat. His whip is not visible. A dog sits prominently in front, signalling fidelity. This
hierarchical landscape is no longer open as in the Pissarro’s pictures and we see, behind the trees
and bushes (separating one landowner’s plot from the other) a church, reminding viewers of the
importance of obedience.
As shown by the deliberate method influenced by Proudhon and Kropotkin, Pissarro’s
paintings can be read as influenced and imbued by anarchism. The next chapter investigates
whether anarchism was an important part of the political climate during Newman’s era.
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Chapter 4

Anarchist Philosophy and Politics in the early 20th Century U.S.

Newman, like Pissarro, lived through rapidly changing and difficult times. This chapter
will set the backdrop to find out where Newman’s ideas in politics originated. This will be done
by looking into the political arena at large to investigate if there was an anarchist influence in the
arts and culture when Newman operated. His early political views in his own words will be
considered, as well as the influence by important anarchists in life and at school. A crucial link
will also be found which will illuminate the surprising closeness between Pissarro’s and
Newman’s spheres of social connections.
North American anarchists’ early influences were, among others, Emma Goldman, Peter
Kropotkin and writers such as Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) and
Oscar Wilde (1854-1900). Kropotkin was crucial. As Paul Avrich has remarked “By the 1890’s
the anarchist movement in America had become predominately anarchist-communist in
orientation, owing to Kropotkin’s influence.”87
Newman kept his beliefs in Kropotkin’s anarchism even after the 1920’s, when many of
his peers had abandoned the anarchist cause. Neil Jumonville has written about the political
influences of Newman’s generation:
From their own unique background in the late 1920s and early 1930s the New
York intellectuals stepped into a line of American generalist cultural inquiry that
was increasingly political in nature. Most of them were raised in poor Jewish
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neighbourhoods in New York City, attended City College, and came to share an
ideological outlook.88
Newman did not follow the footsteps of the New York Intellectuals when they went through
different stages of socialism. Jumonville has noted that, “In general, they supported Soviet
socialism until the mid- 1930s. After the wrenching Moscow Trials of 1936, their bitter hatred
for the centralization, deceit, murder, anti-intellectualism, and the undemocratic nature of
Stalinism led them to become anti-Stalinist socialists.”89 Although most of the New York
intellectuals, whom Jumonville references, were anti-Stalinist, they promoted left-wing politics
in art and literature. Their dogma dominated the political narrative in the 1930’s and 1940’s but
they did not support anarchism.
One of the most important outlets for the New York intellectuals was the Partisan
Review, a journal Newman had over fifty issues, ranging from the years 1941 to 1970. The
Partisan Review had been started in New York in 1934 by the U.S. Communist party-affiliated
John Reed Club, and although it was supportive of the Russian revolution in the beginning, it
quickly became less radical and was even covertly sponsored by CIA in the 1950s. The magazine
dealt not only with politics, but also with art and literature, and it had several famous people on
its roster like Leon Trotsky, George Orwell, Hannah Arendt, and later, Susan Sontag. Newman
wrote a review for the magazine in 1951, discussing a book on art by Thomas B. Hess.90 In
Newman’s circle, Lionel Abel and Clement Greenberg were both contributors and editors. Abel
and Greenberg are usually counted as part of the New York intellectual set, as well as Meyer
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Shapiro and James Agee. They were all influential people in the New York art world during
Newman’s time. Abel (the translator of Letters to Lucien) was an essayist, playwright and critic
and a known figure in Abstract Expressionist circles. In 1952, he was on a panel with Newman
called Problems of the Engaged Artist at the Club.91 Greenberg, who published the influential
“Avant-Garde and Kitsch” in the Review in the fall of 1939, also wrote essays where both
Pissarro and Newman were mentioned. Abel and Greenberg were crucial to Newman’s
understanding of Camille Pissarro and it is notable that Newman kept his anarchist views after
meeting them and other influential non-anarchist left-wing intellectuals. This can be taken as
evidence of his strong convictions.
Newman’s political frustrations early on are reflected in his description of the 1933 New
York Mayoral election in which he ran as a candidate. As he said, “Once again we find repeated
that barbarism of American life, the political campaign, conducted by politicians dedicated to
personal ambition and sold to civic corruption.”92 Newman lost the election to Fiorello Henry La
Guardia, a progressive politician who worked against the serious corruption in New York at the
time. Newman believed that culture is of greatest importance, a topic overlooked in the Mayoral
debates leading up to the election:
In the whole gushing flood of execrable prose and stilted oratory poured out by the
contending parties, with a flotsam and jetsam of recrimination, backbiting, and lies, not
one word is given to any real issue, not one thought is expressed with an appeal to the
intelligent, and no trace whatsoever is revealed by any contender that culture is the
foundation of not only our present society, but of all our hopes for all future societies to
come.93
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That Newman attributed such importance to culture can be taken as evidence that he had great
faith in the arts’ ability for political change. He would apply this notion to his own creations. As
Newman stated later in life, if his art was read correctly, it would change the world (see page 80
of this thesis).

On the Need for Political Action
Newman did not expect to win when he ran for Mayor in New York City, hence his
campaign could be seen almost as an artistic happening; an art piece to promote and showcase
his political views. For this campaign, he wrote a manifesto: On the Need for Political Action by
Men of Culture.94 His agenda consisted mostly of cultural issues, but he also wrote about taxes,
general education and city infrastructure. His anarchist views are evident in several passages.
In the manifesto, Newman promotes not only arts and crafts but all sorts of education. He
is in favour of an expansion of schools, a free city university (with all the sciences), and he wants
to give equal opportunity for every child, as well as providing continuing education for adults.
Promoting education is in line with Kropotkin’s anarchist philosophy. In The Conquest of Bread,
Kropotkin said that an anarchist future society would be possible through the advancement of
science. Anarchists in France at the end of the 19th century saw science as a catalyst for social
ideas, in contrast to religion and traditional law and order. It was part of a general discourse and
common belief of both the left and the right at the time that science could lead to social
improvement. For example, in the inaugural issue of the magazine La Nature, from 1873, is the
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statement, “to spread the light and dissipate the shadows, is not only to work for science, but is to
contribute directly to the good of the country.”95
Another anarchist influence in the manifesto is in the notion that New York would
become self-supported, “through the ownership and sale of the public utility services” which
would render the city, “almost tax free.” Taxation was a big issue for American radicals on both
the left and the right, and Emma Goldman often shared the stage with the disciples of Henry
George when touring around the United States. George promoted the concept of single-tax which
was, in essence, the idea of no taxes on labour- only on land. To make New York self-supported
reminds of the anarchist idea to break down a larger state into communes, similar to the
medieval guilds that Kropotkin had idealized.96 Kropotkin wrote that the Middle Ages was a
time when, “poverty, insecurity, and physical exploitation of labour that exist in our times were
then unknown.”97 This is a well-known theme in all anarchist philosophy and Newman knew of
all certainty of the Paris Commune which was mentioned in Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid. Newman
did not have a copy of the book before 1939, but he was surely exposed to its ideas much earlier,
as indicated by the phrase “mutual agreement” in his manifesto.
Newman indicates affinity to anarchism with his opposition to socialism and
communism. He points out that many intellectuals had come to support the socialist and
communist movements when faced with the dishonesty in government. He does not believe that
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those movements are suited for the intellectuals but primarily for the proletariat - the artist is
ultimately separate from the worker and he (sic) would therefore become “invisible as a member
of either.” Newman believed that a vote for the socialist or communist parties would “invoke
dictatorship.” Also damning, Marxism, according to Newman, insists that art be useful in
opposition to the art of the “true creative artist” who is “free and insists on his freedom.”98
There are topics in Newman’s manifesto that are not influenced by anarchist philosophy,
“Vote you must: otherwise you betray that one great principle for which millions have fought
and died.” This is not in line with the viewpoint of Emma Goldman and many other anarchists,
who thought that voting was partaking in an invalid system of government. Goldman did not
even believe in womens’ suffrage, since it would mean engaging with, and therefore supporting,
an inequal and corrupt political system.
Even though the message Newman sets out in the manifesto is serious and seems
heartfelt, his mayoral run was not without humour, as he said, “we deny the possibility of
honesty in government!” This is key to anarchist thought, since any central command ultimately
becomes corrupt. But to point out that, if elected, the candidate himself would not be able to stay
truthful to his constituents is highly unusual in a political campaign.

The Importance of Emma Goldman
The most public proponent of 19th century and early 20th century anarchism in the U.S.
was Emma Goldman, whose writings Newman knew very well. The 1934 one-volume edition of
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her substantial book Living My Life in the Barnett Newman Archive shows signs of wear and
tear. Goldman is not only important in terms of direct influence on Newman, but she is also a
link between him and Pissarro in several ways. The wide influence of her anarchist politics and
multiple friendships extended into both their spheres, and there is often only one or two degrees
of separation in the connections. This shows that the distance between Pissarro and Newman’s
social networks were closer than one would assume considering the great distance in time and
space between them, and we can then conclude that their anarchist ideologies and influences
were therefore similar.
Goldman was born in Kovno on June 27th, 1869, in the Russian Empire (now Lithuania).
She emigrated with her sister to the U.S. in 1885 and moved to Rochester, New York, where she
lived until the Haymarket affair 99 made her set off on her own for New York City to find
politically like-minded in 1889. She met Alexander Berkman on her first day and they became
lovers and after the romance, life-long friends. The anarchist agitator Johannes Most recognized
her potential as a public speaker and he prodded Goldman to pursue lecturing in the name of
anarchism, which she did with significant results. Beginning in 1890, she toured all around the
United States giving hundreds (if not thousands) of lectures on anarchism, including one called
“Art and Revolution.” She became a household name in America after Alexander Berkman‘s
assassination attempt on the industrialist Henrik Clay Frick in 1892, and her actions were then
regularly followed in the press until she was deported to Russia by the United States Government
in 1919.
From Living My Life, Newman received a vivid description of a late 19th and early 20th
centuries’ vibrant anarchist movement in America and internationally – a movement in which a
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crucial part was played out in New York, especially in and around Goldman’s circles. Goldman
lectured all around the country with several visits to cities such as San Francisco, Los Angeles,
Denver, Chicago, Pittsburgh, as well as to the United Kingdom, in London, Glasgow and Leeds.
She was an emblematic international symbol of anarchism and through her work, she met several
dignitaries of her day from all walks of life, including Peter Kropotkin, Louise Michel, Enrico
Malatesta, Jack London, Ernest Hemingway, Peggy Guggenheim, Trostky, and Lenin. Living My
Life is not only an account of Goldman’s personal life in sometimes quite colourful, intimate
descriptions;100 it is also permeated with anarchist ideas. It can work as a practical manual to an
anarchist life with tips on art making, how to deal with organisations, family and conscription.
Furthermore, Goldman included topics such as birth control, freedom of speech, peace, and
sexuality. She, at one point, lived with two men and although she never had an affair with
another woman, she states in the book that she could see no reasons why such a relationship
would be denied whoever would be so inclined.
Newman could follow the history of the anarchist movement in the United States,
beginning with the Haymarket executions in 1887, which had inspired Goldman to become an
anarchist in the first place. This anarchist historical timeline had taken place on the streets that
Newman walked every day, such as Union square, and Goldman had lived and worked at many
of the addresses he passed in his everyday life.
There is a possibility that Lucien Pissarro met Goldman in London. She travelled to the
United Kingdom on a lecture tour in 1895 and made contact with the leading anarchists living
there at the time, including Kropotkin, who was living in Bromley. In London, Goldman became
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well acquainted with Olivia and Helen Rossetti, the editors and publishers of the journal Torch.
This journal had been started by the Rossetti in 1891, and Lucien contributed illustrations to it.
Lucien’s documented friendship with the Rossetti goes back to at least 1894, when Olivia wrote
him a letter about an illustration he had drawn (Misery) to accompany an article by Pouget.101
Lucien’s collaboration with Torch and the Rossetti sisters was not mentioned in Letters to
Lucien therefore Newman would not have been able to make the connection between Goldman
and Lucien while reading Living My Life. He would have read about Goldman’s friendship with
anarchist icon Louise Michel, whom she met at the same time as the Rossetti sisters. Michel is
mentioned by Pissarro in Newman’s copy of Letters to Lucien,102 and Newman probably noticed
how close-knit the anarchist circles were at the time. Michel seems to have become a good friend
of the Pissarro family because there is also a letter from her to Lucien dated 1894.103 Michel and
Camille Pissarro were also a part of a discussion group in 1889, Le Club de l’Art Social, a
weekly get-together lasting a year where they discussed the social uses of art.104
We see how the Goldman’s spheres of connection links Newman and Pissarro, in that
Kropotkin also contributed to the Torch journal and he must have become a supportive friend of
Lucien because Kropotkin visited him at his sickbed in London in 1903.105 Goldman returned to
lecture in the United Kingdom in 1899 and she continued on to Paris in 1900, where she spent
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March to December of that same year. Because she met many leading anarchists, there is a
chance that she met Pissarro during that visit.
To give yet another example of the anarchist movement’s connections over time and
space we find, in Living My Life, a mention of Johannes Most’s magazine, Freiheit. Freiheit is
listed in Camille and Lucien's Pissarro’s copy of Revue Anarchiste from 1893, seen in the
Ashmolean archive. Next on the list of anarchist publications is the Freie Arbeiter Stimme
(which was also listed in Le Père Peinard), located on 35 Rutgers Street in New York.

Anarchy and Modernism
The anarchist historian Allan Antliff writes in his book Anarchist Modernism that
anarchists, as well as many American art critics, hailed the 1913 Armory show106 as an anarchist
move against the academic system.107 According to Antliff, the entire undercurrent of modern art
in America after the Armory show was imbued with anarchism and dominated the arts during
World War I well into the 1920s. It was around this time that the United States government
clamped down on anarchist publications:
Over the course of 1917 and into 1920, American anarchists were subjected to a wave of
anti-anarchist repression that was unparalleled in its ruthlessness. After the declaration of
war in April 1917, the federal government passed the Espionage Act, which criminalized,
in time of war, meetings or the printing, which propagated “treason, insurrection or
forcible resistance to any law of the “United States” or “the obstructions of recruiting or
enlistment.” This gave the authorities free rein not only to squash anarchist lectures,
organizations, and publications, but also charge offending activists, speakers, editors,
distributors, printers and subscribers of up to $10,000 and prison sentences of up to
twenty years.108
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Antliff explains that this clampdown and the onslaught of well-financed conservative
propaganda and other anti-anarchist laws, erased the possibility of an anarchist debate. A
backlash against the anarchists ensued even among the working class at the time. Newman
would have read in Living My Life how problematic it was for Goldman to give speeches among
Bolsheviks as an anarchist in the U.K. in 1922. When she returned to Russia with Berkman in
1920, she experienced how viciously Lenin treated the anarchists, many of whom had been
supporters of the revolution. Turning against the Russian revolution in her writings in the
aftermath, she found it difficult to speak about anarchism among non-anarchist leftists since they
were still in support of the Russian ideocracy.
Even though there was information about atrocities, Antliff points out that many leftwing Americans started subscribing to Bolshevism in the 1920s. He claims that this trend was
due to Marxist intellectuals manoeuvring in the United States. These intellectuals turned on
anarchism to protect the positive sprit of the Bolshevik Russian revolution. Newman’s position,
then, was aligned with Antliff’s analysis, today:
In the twenties and thirties, the din against libertarian ideas that came from shouting
dogmatists, Marxist, Leninist, Stalinist, and Trotskyite alike, was so shrill it built an
intellectual prison that locked one in tight…The reissue now of this classic anarchist
literary masterpiece at this moment of revolutionary ferment, when the New Left has
already begun to build a new prison with its Marcusian, Maoist, and Guevara walls, is an
event of importance for the thinking young and their elders.109
Here, Newman’s language is oddly close to Goldman’s when she describes a worker voicing a
protest against the atrocities that Lenin and Trotsky perpetrated with the onslaught of the
Kronstadt residents in the name of the Russian revolution in 1921. “Above the din of the howling
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and stamping mob a single voice strove to be heard,” she describes, “the tense, earnest voice of a
man in the front rows.”110 Since Goldman paints such a colourful picture of an exciting and
budding anarchist movement in New York at the turn of the century, Newman must have felt
frustration about how the movement had come to a standstill in the 1930s, and had not
recuperated in the 1960s.

Anarchist Art Students and Teachers in New York City
When Newman took his first classes at the Arts Students League in the early 1920s, he
would have encountered Robert Henri, who taught there until 1922. Henri was an influential
anarchist artist and art teacher in the early 20th century who taught some of Newman’s art
instructors and he was also a good friend of Goldman. In 1911, she invited Henri to join the
faculty of the progressive Modern School at the Ferrer Center of which Goldman was a founder
and also a major fundraiser for. Henri painted her portrait in 1915, as she mentions in Living My
Life.111
Henri was a leading figure of the Ashcan school and spread progressive ideas through his
art and activism. He studied art in Paris from 1888 to1891 and returned to visit the capital several
times. There, he became inspired by the Salon des Indépendents and their notion of No jury, No
prizes (sans jury, ni récompense), with the goal of recreating that type of exhibition in New
York. With Newman’s Arts Students League teacher John Sloan and six other artists, he
arranged the exhibition "The Eight" in 1908 as an alternative to current academia and its
institutions, much like the Impressionists had done before.
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When Henri visited the 8th Independent Salon,112 his favourite room was the one of the
anarchist neo-impressionists where he saw art by, among others, George Seurat, Théo van
Rysselberghe, Maximilien Luce and Lucien Pissarro. Lucien ‘s paintings La Rue Saint-Vincent,
Soleil d’hiver, Praires à Gisors, and Temps Gris were all Pointilliste, clearly influenced by his
father’s style at the time. The elder Pissarro had given up his place in the exhibition in favour of
his son.113
Although the political climate was not in favor of anarchism, Newman had access to
some anarchist publications in the 1930s and 1940s. On the back page of his 1939 copy of the
anarchist journal Vanguard, 114 anarchist painter Fairfield Porter is recorded as having given
$5.00 to the magazine. Porter was a student at the Art Students League at the same time as
Newman in 1928 -29. Newman would have seen Porter’s name on the list of donors many times
since it often appeared in his Vanguard issues. Newman and Porter both studied under the artist
Harry Wickey, who had been taught by Robert Henri at the Ferrer school.
It might have been John Sloan who influenced Newman to put “A civic art gallery with
selling facilities. No jury" (Fig.8b) on the manifesto for his mayoral bid in 1933 since he had
exhibited with Henri under the same motto. Sloan, who credited Henri for inspiring him to
become an artist, had been an organizer of and an exhibitor at the 1913 anarchist influenced
Armory Show. He became close to several anarchists in the 1910’s and Goldman stayed in his
studio in 1917 by invitation from his wife Anna (Dolly), who had co-operated on fundraisers and
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events with her. Goldman had been released on bail after one of her numerous arrests and she
had problems finding lodging, so the offer from Dolly must have been greatly appreciated in a
time of need.115
It seems that Newman kept his esteem for his Art Students League teachers since he
attended a retrospective of the New York Realist movement at the Whitney Museum in 1937,
which featured Robert Henri, John Sloan and George Bellows among others. Since his interest in
art lay elsewhere at this point, it could have been their politics that attracted him to the
exhibition. 116

Newman and Pontus Hultén
Newman did not ostensibly preach about anarchism, and little about his politics is
mentioned in letters to friends and acquaintances. One piece of evidence lies in his interactions
with Pontus Hultén, the former director of Moderna Museet in Stockholm, Sweden and and one
of the first directors of Centre Pompidou in Paris. Hultén sent Newman a pamphlet with photos
from Kropotkin’s 1921 funeral which was a major event in Moscow. For this reason, it is logical
that they had discussed the event.117 Thousands of people had turned up at the funeral and
Goldman gave a speech (she can even be spotted in film footage from the event).118 Goldman
had become known to the Swedes in 1921, when she and Berkman had left Russia for Stockholm

115

Living My life, 613.
“New York Realists, 1900 – 1914: Robert Henri, George Luks, John Sloan, William
Glackens, Ernest Lawson, George Bel–lows, Everett Shinn, Glenn O. Coleman, and Guy Pène
du Bois.” Exh. cat. Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. (In Newman’s personal
library at the Newman Foundation).
117
Barnett Newman Archive, New York.
118
”Rare Video From Pyotr Kropotkin’s Funeral 1921,” YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9h_X7ZJIg9c.
116

51

on a freighter, after giving up on the Bolshevik revolution. Goldman was admitted to Sweden by
the Prime minister Hjalmar Branting and stayed for a couple of months (while un-successfully
applying for visas to several other countries.
Hultén would have read about Kropotkin and Goldman in several articles in main
Swedish newspapers like Dagens Nyheter, Göteborgsposten and Aftonbladet in the 1960’s.119
There is a Swedish copy of Kropotkin's Memoirs of a Revolutionist (En Anarkists Minnen, reissued in Sweden in 1964) in the Newman archives indicating further interactions between them.
Newman’s art will be investigated to find evidence of an anarchist influence in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5

Newman’s Art in Relation to Anarchism
The End of Capitalism

The analysis of the influence of Anarchism in Newman’s art will be mostly based on
Newman’s own words. To establish evidence only from looking at the mid-20th century abstract
paintings themselves can easily lead to over-reaching and far-fetched theorizing. When the
known influences from anarchist writers on Newman and his own intentions are combined, the
paintings can then be understood as anarchic.
To name a series of paintings Stations of the Cross: Lema Sabachtani 120 might seem out
of character for an anarchist since the movement is anti-religious, but Newman had read in
Herbert Read’s Philosophy of Anarchism that:
Both in its origins and development, up to its zenith, religion is closely associated with
art. Religion and art are, indeed, if not alternative modes of expression, modes intimately
associated. Apart from the essentially aesthetic nature of religious ritual; apart, too, from
the dependence of religion on art for the visualization of its subjective concepts; there is
besides, an identity of the highest forms of poetic and mystic expression.121
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Newman would not have agreed with the focus on aesthetics since he believed that real art was
separate from that topic.122 Read continues, “Poetry, in its intensest and most creative moments,
penetrates to the same level of the unconscious as mysticism.”123
Even though Newman wouldn’t agree with Read’s whole argument, art being the highest
form of expression is something he could subscribe to. In a statement about the Stations of the
Cross, Newman speaks about the passion, emotional complexity, and intensity in its creation.
His use of emotional language might have been because the series had been started in 1958, soon
after his recovery from a heart attack, but it also reflects Newman’s belief in the possibility of
sensation, an almost spiritual experience when confronted with art. 124 Read argues that all
societies develop some kind of spirituality and that anarchism itself can serve as a religion:
Anarchism, which is not without its mystic strain, is a religion itself. It is possible, that is
to say, to conceive a new religion developing out of anarchism. During the Spanish Civil
War many observers were struck by the religious intensity of the anarchists. In that
country of potential renaissance anarchism has inspired, not only heroes but even saintsa new race of men whose lives are devoted, in sensuous imagination and in practice, to
the creation of a new type of human society.125
Applying Read’s philosophy, Newman’s Stations of the Cross deconstructs the images and
hierarchy of old religion, enabling the art to conjure a new anarchist semi-religious experience.
Newman’s following statement shows his will to create this spiritual moment but without any
traditional dogma and infrastructure:
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I wished no monuments, no cathedrals. I wanted a human scale for a human for the
human cry. Neither did I have a preconceived idea that I would execute and then give a
title to. I wanted to hold the emotion, not waste it in picturesque ecstasies.126
In this context, it is possible to see Newman’s quote about how to be enveloped in his paintings
as an almost religious experience, or at least one of heightened awareness, of the self being
confronted by something perfect and complete. As he wrote, “Anyone standing in front of my
paintings must feel the vertical domelike vaults encompass him to awaken an awareness of his
being alive in the sensation of complete space.”127
The no planning, no preconceived idea concept is also part of Read’s Philosophy of
Anarchism, where one reads, “It is always a mistake to build a priori constitutions.“128 This
assertion relates to the problem of how to build an anarchist society after the revolution. No prewritten rules can be applied because the new society must be based on an organic process in the
time of need. In line with these principles, Newman does not plan out his paintings beforehand
and he stresses this several times in his writings and interviews. Newman explains:
The art critic Thomas B. Hess makes the point that the reason that political scientists and
social planners have difficulty understanding the modern artist is that they cannot
understand how anybody is able to make anything, particularly a work of art,
spontaneously or directly—a primo. The idea that someone can make anything without
planning, without making sketches upon sketches from which one renders a finished
product, is incomprehensible to them. By the same token, the same intellectuals cannot
understand the anarchist idea of social spontaneity or the direct formation of social
communities129
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The no planning formula hits at the essence of his entire ideology of process, and Newman
conflates his art and social spontaneity in this quote. Since Newman emulates the anarchist credo
in his artworks, he aims to recreate the parameters and experiences at the formation of the
anarchist society. The viewer’s experience in front of his paintings would then create the
equivalent circumstance to anarchism in its embryonic state. Newman’s response to a question
about meaning in his work in relation to society corroborates this view:
It is full of meaning, but the meaning must come from the seeing, not from talking. I feel,
however, that one of its implications is its assertion of freedom, its denial of dogmatic
principles, its repudiation of all dogmatic life. Almost fifteen years ago Harold Rosenberg
challenged me to explain what one of my paintings could possibly mean to the world. My
answer was that if he and others could read it properly it would mean the end of all state
capitalism and totalitarianism. That answer still goes.130
Newman reiterated this bold assertion towards the end of his life:
Because to the extent that my painting was not an arrangement of objects, not an
arrangement of spaces, not an arrangement of graphic elements, was an open painting, in
the sense that it represented an open world – to that extent I thought, and I still believe,
that my work in terms of its social impact does denote the possibility of an open society,
of an open world, not of a closed institutional world.131
Newman writes about the idea of the creation of an open painting, with a possibly enormous
social impact, and it does not seem that he wants this to be read as an allegory. It is in front of the
painting – in its space, where the reaction would take place, without any mediation or
interference. When speaking about art criticism, Newman, in jest, connects the open situation
with its freedom from dogma and an aesthetic agenda, not only to his paintings, but to creativity,
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in general. As he commented, “There was little critical writing during the 1940s and ‘50s.
Perhaps that is one of the reasons why there is so much by the artists.”132

Mutual Aid
The openness of a situation relates to the concept of Mutual Aid and Newman would
have been well aware of this when he wrote the comments seen in the earlier paragraphs.
Kropotkin invented the concept of Mutual Aid, which for many anarchists serves as
crucial foundation for the reason that anarchism would work in practice, “The mutual-aid
tendency in man has so remote an origin, and is so deeply interwoven with all the past evolution
of the human race, that it has been maintained by mankind up to the present time,
notwithstanding all vicissitudes of history.”133
Kropotkin was a biologist and geographer and he used the scientist’s language of
gravitas in his proofs when laying out his theories:

It was chiefly evolved during periods of peace and prosperity; but when even the greatest
calamities befell men—when whole countries were laid waste by wars, and whole
populations were decimated by misery, or groaned under the yoke of tyranny—the same
tendency continued to live in the villages and among the poorer classes in the towns; it
still kept them together, and in the long run it reacted even upon those ruling, fighting,
and devastating minorities which dismissed it as sentimental nonsense. And whenever
mankind had to work out a new social organization, adapted to a new phase of
development, its constructive genius always drew the elements and the inspiration for the
new departure from that same ever-living tendency. 134
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Again, there is adaptation and constructiveness in times of despair - spontaneous reactions to
new open situations. In the next passage, Kropotkin links mutual aid to religion, which loops
back to the discussion in the beginning of this chapter. It seems to have been from Kropotkin,
where Read got his inspiration from for his discussion. Kropotkin writes:
New economical and social institutions, in so far as they were a creation of the masses,
new ethical systems, and new religions, all have originated from the same source, and the
ethical progress of our race, viewed in its broad lines, appears as a gradual extension of
the mutual-aid principles from the tribe to always larger and larger agglomerations, so as
to finally embrace one day the whole of mankind, without respect to its diverse creeds,
languages, and races.135
Newman explains Kropotkin’s inspiration for mutual aid. “Kropotkin was vehemently opposed
to Darwin’s theories, and he used all his scientific knowledge and ability to disprove the theory
of the survival of the fittest as the valid law of nature.”136 The success of any species, according
to Kropotkin, was dependent on how well they extended help to each other in reciprocal
relationships, and it was not thanks to individual strength honed by evolution as Darwinists
proposed. Looking back at his travels through Northern Manchuria and Eastern Siberia in his
youth, Kropotkin writes:
I failed to find—although I was eagerly looking for it—that bitter struggle for the means
of existence, among animals belonging to the same species, which was considered by
most Darwinists (though not always by Darwin himself) as the dominant characteristic of
struggle for life, and the main factor of evolution.
We see the influence of Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid on Newman in an article about Pre-Columbian
stone sculpture where he speaks of unity and friendship. Seemingly referencing the concept,
Newman writes that the understanding of each other’s art can bring universal unity:
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Through art, we comprehend the deep stirrings of man's soul. Friendship based on the
comprehension of each other's art will be founded, therefore, on a common moral
purpose and will do a great deal to accomplish the world unity we all desire, since it is by
comprehending the spiritual aspirations of human beings that permanent bonds can best
be built.137

In Mutual Aid, the individual, to be able to co-operate with others, needs to have a completely
open mind and a deep understanding of each other to be able to work together. That is how the
open situation can be resolved. It would be interesting to know if Newman, in his mind,
incorporated the viewer of his art as someone to collaborate with. It would be in line with his
notion of the viewer being enveloped in his art – with no outside influences. The painting and the
observer would then together solve the open situation. Mutual Aid was close to Pissarro’s
worldview as well. He didn’t refrain from helping his friends when needed and he worked in
close collaboration with other artists like Cézanne and Gauguin. In somewhat utopian depictions
like The Apple Harvest (Fig.19), we see harmony and togetherness.

Critiquing Pollock and De Kooning
Newman’s open situation would not work if specific theories pre-informed the viewer of
what to expect when confronting an art work, and he therefore saw most art critique as
detrimental to the experience.
It is not only in his own work that Newman points out political meaning and anarchist
influences, but also when discussing his friend Jackson Pollock’s art. In this quote, Newman
does not approve of the way art criticism and art theory reduces Pollock’s paintings into style,
thereby removing its revolutionary content:
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The time has come to praise a colleague, not bury a hero. Let us hope it is not too late, for
he has already been thrust into art theory-drip, all-over, stain, gesture, performance, wallpainting, etc. Is this all that the admiring theorists and the self-serving dancers on his
grave see in him –Pollock “the picturemaker”, the inventor of “styles”? Pollock was more
than a great "picture maker."… His work was his lofty statement in the grand dialogue of
human passion, rich with sensitivity and sensibility.138

Newman speaks again, as we saw earlier in this chapter and will also later on, about passion in
regards to art. He links this with Pollock’s revolutionary art:

But it must not be forgotten that moving through the work is that revolutionary core that
gave it life. Before the art historians succeed in burying that revolution, let us remember
what happened. In 1940, some of us woke up to find ourselves without hope-to find
painting really didn’t exist. Or to coin a modern phrase, painting, a quarter century before
it happened to God, was dead. The awakening had the exaltation of a revolution. It was
that awakening that inspired the aspiration- the high purpose-quite a different thing from
ambition-to start from scratch, to paint as if painting never existed before.139
Pissarro did not think that Millet’s intentions mattered in the debate whether he was a socialist or
not, since Millet was, “unconscious of the march of modern ideas, who defends the idea without
knowing it!!!”140 It could be, similarly, that Newman felt the same about Pollock’s art, even
though Pollock wasn’t a self-declared anarchist, Newman still appreciated the revolutionary
spirit in them.

Newman and Pissarro believed that they were part of a great paradigm shift in art going
on at their time. Newman was comfortable with being a part of change, but subscribing to any art
movement based on theory and doctrine was an anathema to him, “What is particular with
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anarchism is not its criticism of society but its creative way of life that makes all programmatic
doctrine impossible.”141 Newman vehemently expressed an aversion to the prevalent art
criticism. Referencing critic Thomas Hess, he writes, “He uses the artists he discusses to build
for himself a fantastic tower of Babel from which in his Stalinist dream, he imagines he can
dominate the American artist.“142 Moreover, freedom from imposed dogma is crucial to Newman
when discussing art. He continues, “he devotes two-thirds of the book to construct a body of
doctrine and belief into which he then makes de Kooning fit.” 143
Art criticism, and being put into artistic type-casting was something that Newman could
get quite upset about. The sometimes acerbic articles and letters in response to people
misunderstanding of his work show that he was very concerned about the topic.

The Zip
The openness and lack of planning is perhaps most evident in Newman’s famous first Zip
painting Onement 1 (1948), (Fig.7) He writes:
My concern is with the fullness that comes from emotion, not with its initial explosion, or
its emotional fallout, or the glow of its expenditure. The fact is, I am an intuitive painter,
a direct painter. I have never worked from sketches, never planned a painting, never
“thought out” a painting. I start each painting as if I had never painted before. I present
no dogma, no system, no demonstrations. I have no formal solutions. I have no interest in
the “finished” painting. I work only out of high passion.144
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The Zip happened, according to the legend, on his birthday. Newman was contemplating the
masking tape used as a stripe on the canvas. Rather than remove it and continue “business as
usual,” Newman chose to react with “openness” to the situation he created. Newman explains:
The concept and execution have to work together at the exact same moment. Impulse and
control have to join. This is obviously unscientific and illogical, since theoretically one
follows the other. But physically this is what has to happen. This is the paradox of the
miraculous event. Somehow the two things get joined.145

From this chaotic, unplanned event Newman created unity. Newman wanted art free from
commodity connotations, and without the formalism theories posited by Greenberg with its
concern of flatness and medium. Notably, he talks of a feeling of a dome of 180 degrees146 - a
totally encompassing space - in which one is free from all other influences- free from all dogma,
critical art-historic trajectories and theoretic academic investigations. The creation of an open
situation would transgress reality and bring in complete societal change. Anarchism’s concept of
Mutual Aid concept was something that clearly inspired both Pissarro and Newman. The next
chapter will bring up specific topics to illuminate how Newman and Pissarro dealt with them in
terms of their anarchist beliefs.
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Chapter 6

Inter-subjectivity Between the Two Artists
No Spotlighting

An investigation into how Pissarro and Newman reacted to specific topics will illuminate
how anarchism affected their art and lives, and find further connections and associations.
The following example might not be specifically anarchist related, but it gives an example
of the connection between the artists in terms of their technique, by removing (or not putting
emphasis), on clear subject matter which frees it up for a more contemporary interpretation (and a
political one).
In the article “American-Type’ Painting,” Greenberg writes about the historical use of
value in art.147 The Cubists never managed to do away with values and illusionism, and
contemporary artists who followed them were, according to Greenberg, therefore, less successful.
Artists such as Monet and Pissarro "muddled" their pictures and lessened the contrasts in them,
thereby erasing the possibility of a narrative derived from illusionism. As a result, they pursued an
investigation into the medium itself. When Newman visited Le Louvre for the first time in 1968,
he said of Paolo Uccello's Battle of San Romano (1455):
Fantastic. Absolute totality. One image. I suppose this is so because the light is even from
corner to corner. No spotlights—Courbet and Pissarro are like that. Monet, for instance,
was always spotlighting theatrically, except in his late work. Hence his popularity. He
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pauses. “Physically, it is a modern painting, a flat painting. You grasp the thing at once.
What a fantastic sense of scale!”148
Newman’s reaction brings up a crucial point in comparing his and Pissarro's approach to
painting. To put a spotlight (real or allegorical) on a certain portion of a picture would remove
the experience of the whole and the sense of unity. Newman practiced the all over formula of the
abstract expressionists in most of his works. Pissarro employed the same strategy, never
selecting one area of a painting to highlight, but always looking for the unity and a sense of
cohesiveness even before his Pointilliste, neo-impressionist paintings. Using a dismissive
manner, Newman states that Monet was popular because he spotlighted theatrically.
Greenberg's value trajectory creates two pathways for contemporary art, “As the cubists
resumed Cézanne, Still has resumed Monet149 - and Pissarro.”150 He continues:
Clifford Still led the way in opening the picture down the middle and in bringing large,
uninterrupted areas of uniform color into subtle and yet spectacular opposition, Newman
studied late Impressionism for himself, and has drawn its consequences more radically.
The powers of color he employs to make a picture are conceived with an ultimate
strictness: color is to function as a hue and nothing else, and contrasts are to be sought
with the least possible help of differences in value, saturation or warmth. 151

In conclusion, according to Greenberg, both Pissarro (who Greenberg said had been under-rated)
and Newman were successful in their art because it stayed away from contrasts and illusionism
and that there was no spotlighting or areas of greater intensity than others in their paintings
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Justum Que Terra Germinet 152
There is an earth-revolution link that can be found in both Pissarro’s and Newman’s art.
When analysing Pissarro’s landscapes, it seems that he believes that a revolt will take root in the
dirt of the fields he painted on the outskirts of Paris, and bloom into the anarchist utopia. Pissarro
champions Proudhon's “love of the earth is linked to the revolution”153 and Proudhon also writes
that one must, “prepare the soil where it [the revolution] can germinate.”154
Both Kropotkin and Élisée Reclus were geographers by profession and, according to the
art historian Robyn Roslak, Reclus’s idea of the landscape was, “concerned with its multiple
potential as a site, a model and a catalyst for transforming human community into a socially
harmonious, morally correct and ecologically sound anarchist utopia.”155 This idea of the
landscape as culturally significant site where social change can be envisioned and played out, is
much in line with Pissarro’s idea that his paintings could be ascertained as anarchist. In NeoImpressionism and Anarchism in Fin-de-Siècle France, Roslak quotes the geographer Denis
Cosgrove writing, “[The landscape] represents a way in which certain classes of people have
signified themselves and their world through their imagined relationship with nature, and
through which they have underlined and communicated their own social role and that of others
with respect to external nature.”156
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The landscape would then be used as a palette where social hierarchies could be noted and
displayed. Cosgrove expands on this concept and gives names to two classes: the Elite who gazes
upon and controls and the Insider who is an “organic part of the landscape”157 This discussion of
landscape as an idea rather than just decorative scenery raises questions of power structures,
ownership and fetishization and is integral to the question of whether Pissarro’s anarchism is
evident in his pictures. If his landscapes are explained as cultural fields, the refrain from
symbolism and hierarchies (visual and actual) can be construed as a road map to anarchism. This
discourse also relates to Newman, even though his paintings are not landscapes. He saw the
value of anti-commodity in the Ohio Mounds, “Here is the self-evident nature of the artistic act,
its utter simplicity. There are no subjects—nothing that can be shown in a museum or even
photographed; [it is] a work of art that cannot even be seen, so it is something that must be
experienced there on the spot.” 158

Looping back to Cosgrove, the Elite and Insider concept could be seen as having been
“solved” by the Earth Art movement artists since they removed the commodity issue by literally
bringing the discourse out in the open. Roslak points out that, when the anarchist NeoImpressionists visited the Mediterranean coast, they did not seem to change the vantage point of
the Elite when picturing labourers and fisherman in their symbiosis with nature. But the narrative
in the pictures were of the perfect self-governing, self-supporting or bartering lifestyles. Those
pictures were illustrations of how an anarchist utopia would turn out – a visual road map for
anyone to understand.
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Roslak points out that Divisionism itself can be seen as an illustration of anarchism
because it breaks up the painting into its smallest components, just as in an anarchist society
where groups of self-governing people would live in unity. It might be an example of overreaching to detect anarchism in artworks through formal reading. One could argue that the
change from Impressionism to neo-impressionism would be more of a radical pro-anarchist
move than the somewhat inconclusive theory that dots, by their nature, are anarchist in design.
Sand-painting would, using Roslak’s logic, be a much more effective illustration for the
anarchist idea.

To sum up, the experience at the Ohio Mounds seems to have had a great influence on
Newman and could have steered him into creating the Zip. Pissarro believed that his landscape
paintings could illuminate the good and true which was his version of, and possible road-map to,
anarchism. This belief was definitely inspired by Proudhon’s philosophy.

Military Service
Quite surprisingly, Pissarro tried to enlist in the French-Prussian war. His mother Rachel
showed her clear opposition to these efforts, pointing out that he was not even a French
citizen.159 Perhaps he wanted to join the National Guard where several artists served. Among
these were Gustave Caillebotte, James Tissot, Édouard Manet and Edgar Degas.160 Pissarro was
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not, however, partial to the military in general and he commented on how easily led soldiers
could be when he wrote about the Fourmies massacre161 in a letter in 1891:
It is really amazing that the soldiers let themselves be led to the lowliest, most inferior
acts by the bourgeois! When will they get along with the workers? Ah! Yes, that is the
effect of the stupefaction of the barracks; so, every year, May 1, is going to be a day of
unrest that will have, little by little, serious proportions.162
Janine-Bailly Herzberg, the art historian who collected all of Pissarro’s’ correspondence in five
volumes, wrote that he was “above all a pacifist.”163
Camille Pissarro was concerned about Lucien having to serve in the French Army after
an article published in L’Intransigeant in 1883 that reported that a Belgian, who had not chosen
Belgian or French nationality, was considered French and made a subject of conscription.
Pissarro prompted Lucien to check the law at the Danish consulate so that he would not find
himself in the same situation.164 Newman shared these pacifist notions. He wanted to make sure
that his political stance against military service was duly noted, and he sent a letter (Fig.13) to
Selective Service to be classified as a conscientious objector, even after he had received a 4-F
(which meant he was not qualified for service in the Armed Forces under the established
physical, mental, or moral standard).165
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Apart from the anarchist’s credo of not being a part of any organization in general, let
alone a military one, it was probably the specific question about pacificism that led Newman to
make the point that he was a conscientious objector. Newman had a lot of reading material on the
topic. There is a pamphlet from 1940 in the Newman library called "If We Should be Invaded"
by Jessie Wallace Hughan and The War Resisters League, which explains how a pacifist can
resist an invasion and how successful (or un-successful) military defence is. Newman also had
the pamphlet: The Pacifist Handbook: Questions and Answers Concerning the Pacifist in
Wartime, Prepared as a Basis for Study and Discussion.166 Furthermore, he would have
encountered the subject in his 1942 edition of Partisan Review where a discussion by, among
others, the anarchist George Woodcock attacking George Orwell’s anti-pacifist views is
found.167 Newman’s pacifist influences are in dialogue with Goldman, who, in Living My Life,
also expresses her anti-war stance. As mentioned earlier, she ardently fought against conscription
in the U.S. in 1917. Even though Pissarro tried to enlist, it seems there is enough evidence to
conclude that he and Newman were both committed pacifists.

Propaganda by the Deed
One of the more troublesome topics to consider is anarchist bombings, assassinations
and other violent acts. This section will put Pissarro and Newman into the respective backdrop of
these deeds, pointing out that they did not condone any such acts. There were several bombings
beginning in the 1892, not only in Paris, but also in London and the rest of Europe. In France,
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these finally culminated with the assassination of the president Carnot in 1894. As mentioned
earlier, the troubles led Pissarro to leave France for Belgium, and considering a future there (or
in England) since he wrote to his dealer Durand-Ruel, “It is quite possible, then, that I shall be
forced to move either to Belgium or to England. If, as a result, I were to stay in one of those
countries, would I be able to count on your aid to help me live and work as you have done so
far?“168
Newman had quite a different experience of the propaganda by the deed than Pissarro.
Where Pissarro was in the middle of the events, Newman thankfully had some distance. In 1920,
a bomb killed 38 people at 23 Wall Street outside the offices of J.P. Morgan, one of the largest
financial firms in the United States. Newman was fifteen years old at the time, and he inevitably
heard about it since there were extensive coverage of the bomb in the newspapers. There were
speculations that the bombing had been a reaction to the Italian anarchists Nicola Sacco and
Bartolomeo Vanzetti’s criticized conviction of murdering a clerk in a robbery which occurred
shortly before the Wall Street explosion.169 Sacco and Vanzetti were championed by the left in
the 1920’s and 1930’s and there were riots in Paris and London, as well as other detonated
bombs around the United States, following their executions in 1928.
Newman had several books and pamphlets about pacifism and made a point of being a
consciences objector, so it seems that he would not have supported violent acts.
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The propaganda by the deed actions led governments in both the U.S. and France to take
action against the threat of anarchist violence. The censorship laws under Napoléon III were
derogatively called Lois Scélérates (villainous laws) and the last one was passed in July, 1894,
condemning any person or newspaper using anarchist propaganda:

Either by provocation or by apology... [anyone who has] encouraged one or several
persons in committing either theft, or the crimes of murder, plunder, fire...Or has
addressed a provocation to military from the Army or the Navy, in the aim of diverting
them from their military duties and the obedience due to their chiefs... will be deferred
before courts and punished by a prison sentence of three months to two years.170
After the assassination of President McKinley in 1901, United States politicians wanted to create
laws that protected the sitting and future presidents, especially concerning the perceived threat by
anarchists. One year after McKinley’s assassination, a law titled Chapter 371 of 1902 was
passed:

Criminal Anarchy is the doctrine of anarchy that organized government should be
overthrown by force or violence, or by the assassination of the executive head, or of any
of the executive officials of the government, or by any unlawful means. The advocacy of
such a doctrine, either by word of mouth, or by writing, is a felony.171

As mentioned, the United States. also changed the law to quench anarchism in the late 1910s that
ultimately led to Goldman’s deportation.
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Harmony and Chaos
There is a connection between Newman and Pissarro in their shared appreciation of
music and in both their archives are writings about music in relation to anarchism. We find one
example in a letter from the elder Pissarro to Lucien, which we contrast with a pamphlet
Newman had by Freedom Press.
Newman’s taste in music was eclectic, with a love of opera, Beethoven and Mozart, but
he also had a keen interest in jazz. His collection included Charlie Parker, John Coltrane, Ornette
Coleman, Thelonious Monk and Miles Davis, among others.172 These were the top bebop and
avant-garde musicians of the era (late 1940s to the 1950s) - instrumentalists who were pushing
the envelope of what jazz meant. Coleman’s album Free Jazz named the movement and Miles
changed from relying on chord changes to using scales (Modes). Newman went to Ornette
Coleman Quartet’s first New York gig at the Five Spot Café in 1959 (which was in walking
distance of Cedar Tavern and several Abstract Expressionist artists frequented both). Many of
the New York artists were jazz fans at the time and the painter Larry Rivers and Miles Davis
became friends at the Juilliard where they were both students.
In Newman’s Freedom Press pamphlet, the dynamic of the conductor and the orchestra
dynamic is analysed:
The relationship of the subject to the Government is entirely unlike that of the musician
to the conductor. In a free society the musician would unite with others interested in
music for one reason only: he wishes to express himself, and finds that he can do so
better with the assistance of others. Hence he makes use of his brother musicians, while
they similarly make use of him. Next, he and they find they are up against a difficulty
unless they have a signalman to relate their various notes. They therefore determine to
make use of someone who is capable to do this. He, on the other hand, stands in just the
same relationship to them: he is making use of them to express himself in music. If at any
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time either party finds the other unserviceable, it simply ceases to co-operate. Any
member of the party may, if he feels inclined, get up at any moment and walk away.173
This pamphlet by George Barret gave simple answers to questions about anarchism that would
come up in day-to-day conversation. Free jazz does, of course, not utilize a conductor, but works
on a combination of a communal effort and self-expression. This practical application of
Kropotkin’s concept of Mutual Aid would have appealed to Newman.
Pissarro uses a very similar example to Barret’s in a letter to Lucien where he refers to a
previous discussion he had had with his niece Esther. Pissarro writes:
I keenly regret the bad turn Esther has taken, it is a pity, for she has intelligence… Once
at a concert we were admiring the splendid unity of the Lamoureux orchestra she said to
me, with deep conviction: just as an orchestra needs a conductor, humanity needs a
leader, a chief. I only had time to make this reply: but not without the consent of his
collaborators for otherwise everything would go to pot; thus, there is a kind of contract
between the musicians of an orchestra and its conductor, who is there simply because he
is best able to direct the artists, but is not free to do whatever he pleases - from this it is a
long way to authoritarianism!174

Political Illustration
Newman’s only overtly political piece is Lace Curtain for Mayor Daley (Fig.14), which
was created in response to police brutality in Chicago at the time of the Democratic convention in
August 1968. Hundreds of protestors had been injured and many commentators (Dan Rather and
Walter Cronkite included) thought that the police response had been disproportionate.
Pissarro, on the other hand, left a little more behind in terms of political illustration: The
Turpitude Sociales, a booklet of thirty drawings, a few illustrations for anarchist magazines, and
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the painting Promenade a dos d’ane a la roche Guyon, 1865, which depicts two poorly dressed
children admiring two affluent children of similar age riding donkeys. The children were
probably in exactly those circumstances when he painted the picture, and since Pissarro’s modus
operandi was to paint time, it is probably wrong to attribute a political stance to it, even though
that has been the accredited reading in the past.
Pissarro’s The Turpitudes Sociales (Fig.15) illustrates, among other things, inequality, the
misery of poverty, dangerous and poor working conditions, the terrible effects of alcohol,
domestic abuse and suicides. One of the illustrations, Asphyxiation, depicts a family dying from
carbon monoxide poisoning, which allegedly was the cause of death for Émile Zola in 1902.
Pissarro used quotes from anarchist publications like his friend’s Pouget’s La Révolte as titles for
the illustrations.175
The Turpitudes Sociales was sent to Pissarro’s two nieces Esther and Alice Isacsson in
London in 1889. Pissarro seems to have wanted to instruct, educate and share the belief in a new
tomorrow with the younger generation. The booklet was kept in the family and was never meant
to be published, perhaps in fear of repercussions by the authorities in both England and France.
The striking last image of the dawn of the anarchist sun could be a promise of a bright future,
and likely reflects Pissarro's optimism towards the future. The first illustration in which an old
man sits overlooking Paris might depict Pissarro himself (Fig.16). The vantage of this work
seems relevant to the meaning. To frame the geographic circumstance of the illustration and
present further anarchist social connections from the perspective of the city and the Eiffel tower,
it can be inferred that the figure is placed on the hill of Montmartre, the part of Paris where many
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anarchists held their meetings and printed their journals. Fénéon lived on the now famous, long
and windy Rue Lepic, very close to where the drawing was executed. Pissarro had an art dealer,
Alphonse Portier, at 54 Rue Lepic (Fig.20).176 He lived for a while in 1889 at 12 Rue l’Abreuvoir
in Montmartre and it might have been from there that he made an excursion to the other side of
the hill for a view over Paris and the Eiffel tower. A contemporary graffito painted on a wall on a
small side street from Rue Lepic street, Rue D’Orchampt shows that anti-government sentiment
is still alive in the area today (Fig.18).
Both Pissarro and Newman were political beings, but they did not want to be didactic and
they were not activists who painted slogans on walls. Newman had strong views on overtly
political art, “Art is a realm of pure thought. As such, it, like all other realms of pure thought,
must be concerned with its own problems. Art is self- contained. Politics is not only unnecessary,
it is irrelevant. It is the failure to comprehend this that leads to political temptation.”177
Newman made a significant exception to his own words with the Lace Curtain sculpture.
This is made of core-ten steel and barbed wire with red stains splattered on it, representing blood.
Remembering Goldman’s description of the Chicago Haymarket affair in Living My life, and
making the connection to the 1968 struggle, might have been the reason for Newman to make an
art piece with a clear political narrative. It seems so out of character of Newman, that there must
have been a significant reason for him to react in such an unusual and forceful way.
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Art dealer Richard Feigen asked several famous artists to exhibit at his gallery to protest
police brutality and what he called the dictatorship of Mayor Daley in Chicago. Along with
Newman, Claes Oldenburg, Tinguely, and James Rosenquist exhibited works. The exhibition
was met with an unusually enthusiastic response for a contemporary art exhibition with coverage
on national television and in major newspapers all over the U.S.178 According to Grace Glueck’s
Feb 22, 1969 The New York Times article recorded that over 10,000 visitors saw the exhibition
and Newman showed his “only representational” work.179
This was not the only protest Newman engaged in as a response to the event. In
September 1968, Newman asked the director Charles C. Cunningham of the Art Institute of
Chicago to withdraw one of his paintings from an exhibition:
Please remove my painting Gea from your forthcoming exhibition “Dada and
Surrealism.” I do not wish to be represented in this exhibition in protest against the
uncalled-for police brutality of Mayor Daley, which fills me with disgust. I cannot in
good conscience do otherwise. The day this exhibition opened at the Museum of Modern
Art [New York] the street in front of the museum was full of hippies and police, but no
one called for the cracking of heads.
Please give me your assurance that my wishes in this matter will be respected.
Thank you for your invitation, but under the circumstances I cannot accept.180

The 1968 Chicago demonstration fractions were a mix of anti-war, pro- democracy, pro-anarchy
and general discontent. The 1886 Haymarket demonstrations, on the other hand, had been a more
specific backlash to an incident where Chicago police had attacked strikers at a factory and shot
six men. The demonstrations took place close to the Haymarket square the following day, and a
dynamite explosion might have killed one policeman and four others died from gunfire. Eight
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men were arrested, among them, at least two anarchists. The subsequent trial did not show
evidence of a conspiracy or any connection between the men, but four of them were hung in
1887. John Merriman writes in the Dynamite Club:
The Haymarket riot was a touchstone for anarchists in Europe and in the United States,
where the trials and subsequent executions pushed Emma Goldman, an immigrant from
Russia, to anarchist militancy. The events in Chicago demonstrated three things to the
anarchists: that anarchism had international appeal, that anarchists could mobilize
workers, and that the repressive powers of the state, serving the interests of high finance
and big business, remained strong.181

Goldman described in detail how the incident had changed her life. In 1889 it made her leave
Rochester for Manhattan, where she quickly met with the important anarchists of the day. She
recalls hearing a fiery speech by Johannes Most about the Haymarket affair that kindled her
anarchist fervour, “I had a distinct sensation that something new and wonderful had been born in
my soul. A great ideal, a burning faith, a determination to dedicate myself to the memory of my
martyred comrades, to make their cause my own, to make known to the world their beautiful
lives and heroic deaths.”182
Goldman was buried in 1940, according to her wishes, next to the Haymarket martyrs in
Chicago, and Newman went to a wake in her honour in New York. Furthermore, the Haymarket
incident inspired French workers to hold the first May demonstrations in 1890. One can see an
article in Almanach du Père Peinard from 1894 in the Pissarro archive, with an illustration with
photos of the executed anarchists.183 (Fig.13). The Haymarket executions were of great
importance for the anarchist movement in the 1880s as the Paris Commune atrocities had been in
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1871, and they both created great surges in anarchist popularity. As noted by Newman in the
foreword to Memoirs of a Revolutionist, there was also an increasing interest in anarchism in the
U.S. in 1968, a year of many demonstrations and violent clashes with authorities. Newman and
Pissarro did not promote anarchism through demonstrations and they refrained to publicly
illustrate their anarchist ideas; the viewer was supposed to understand the art’s potent message
from correctly experiencing it, not from didactic dogma.

No Jury to Judge
We find specific examples of how anarchist belief links Pissarro’s 19th century with
Newman’s 20th century in discussions about the juried exhibition “Émile Pouget himself praised
the juryless Independents exhibits as the font of “la Liberté.”184
As mentioned, in the pamphlet Newman put together for his platform when he ran for the office
of New York Mayor in 1933, we find under the headline “Our Cultural Program,”: “A civic art
gallery with selling facilities. No jury” (Fig.9). In 1952, he also wrote an open letter to Roland L.
Redmond, President of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, to protest the museum’s “national
competitive exhibitions,” and he was firm to “reject the new watercolor exhibition with its
double jury system and its prizes.”185
When Pissarro was invited to be part of the jury for an exhibition at the Pittsburgh
Museum in 1898 with all expenses paid, including top hotels, his reaction was, “Naturally I
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declined this offer on principle.”186 True to his anarchist principles, Pissarro was not interested in
being on a jury even though it would mean paid travel, .187 Newman’s views of the problems
with juried exhibitions are obvious in his letter in 1961, almost a century later, to the head of the
Carnegie Institute which sponsored the Pittsburgh International where Pissarro had showed his
paintings:

It has come to my attention that several painters whose work I respect (names furnished
on request) have not been invited to this year's Pittsburgh International by Mr. Gordon
Washburn, your art director. This means that by a process of elimination the director
creates a clear field for certain painters to receive awards. This impression is created by
the fact that Mr. Washburn can by physical means circumscribe the aesthetic judgment of
the members of the jury of awards so that the winners fall within his choice rather than
the jury's. It has occurred to me that in order to free the jury so that it can act in terms of
its own true judgment there should be an award for artists not invited by Mr. Washburn.
Not only would the judges thereby be free, but it would also make the Pittsburgh
International a wide open race. I am therefore sending you a check for $500 to be used as
an award for any artist the jury would like to honor regardless of any restrictions. The
award is to be known as “The Barnett Newman Award for an Artist Not Invited to the
Pittsburgh International.”188
Pissarro and Newman both detested juried exhibitions. Pissarro had been a trailblazer as an artist
showing in all eight of the Impressionist exhibitions in reaction to the juried Salon, and Newman
expressed aversion early on in his career in writing.

Found in Translation
John Rewald’s edition of Camille Pissarro: Letters to Lucien (translated by Lionel Abel)
does not represent an accurate translation of Camille’s letters. Sentences and concepts are
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sometimes moved around from one letter to another and they are heavily edited for content, but it
is the book in which Newman got his information about Pissarro’s art, politics and life.189 A case
could be made for Newman to have been influenced by Pissarro’s writing.
In Letters to Lucien, Pissarro writes about a trend in art which he saw as mystical (like
Gauguin’s symbolism): “It must be that only another generation, free from all religious, mystical,
unclear conceptions, a generation which would again turn in the direction of the most modern
ideas, could have the qualities necessary to admire this approach.”190 Newman’s writing shares a
similar commentary on a shift for his generation: “We are freeing ourselves of the impediments
of memory, association, nostalgia, legend, myth, or what have you, that have been the devices of
Western European painting.”191
It is almost as if Newman is copying Pissarro in regards to his way of expressing a
paradigm shift. If Newman actually got inspiration from Pissarro’s passage, he would have found
it on the same page, “I firmly believe that something of our ideas, born as they are of the
anarchist philosophy, passes into our works which are thus antipathetic to the current trend.”192
Pissarro’s expression here can be related to Newman’s statement, “Almost fifteen years ago
Harold Rosenberg challenged me to explain what one of my paintings could possibly mean to the
world. My answer was that if he and others could read it properly it would mean the end of all
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state capitalism and totalitarianism. That answer still goes.”193 It might not be that Newman is
using Pissarro’s words as inspiration directly, but the concepts do seem to align.
There is no copy of The Nation, June 24, 1944, in Newman’s library, in which Greenberg
reviews the book, but Newman most certainly would have read it. In the article, Greenberg
mentions Pissarro’s “unity,” “sensation” and “synthesis” - terms that Newman would use later
on in writings about his own and others’ art. Concepts like “advanced art” - often used by
Newman, ring of Greenberg’s influence, and the same is true in his discussion on Pissarro’s
relation to aestheticism. “The counter-romantic [18] fifties and sixties had made him, and he
remained immune to the aestheticism and mysticism, which came into style during the later
decades of his life.”194Newman’s most referenced quote is, of course, “Aesthetics is to artists as
ornithology is to the birds.”195
The comparisons above were not to be seen as evidence of a direct influence by Pissarro
on Newman, but it was more a way to compare specific pieces of writing to illuminate the
closeness of their ideologies and ways of expression. In the next chapter I will sum up and verify
if the problem of this thesis has been solved.
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Conclusion
Is there any such thing as anarchist art?
All the arts are anarchist, that are beautiful and good.196

As we have seen, anarchist ideas influenced Newman and Pissarro greatly in their lives
and in the way they related to other people. Pissarro showed respect for everyone from doormen
to women activists, putting into practice the anarchist belief that everyone is equal.197 Both
artists’ writings reveal a plethora of facts that were marked by their anarchist ideas and visions.
When we analysed their art we have seen that it possible but difficult to read anarchist ideas out
of landscape and zip paintings.
When we compare the happenings of the Futurists (not well known in the U.S. in the
1940’s and 1950’s the ready-mades of Duchamp (dismissed by Newman as just other dogma and
anti-art) or strategies like that of Art Povera and Land Art, we might not perceive Newman and
Pissarro’s art as revolutionary at all. When viewing Newman’s Cathedra at the Stedelijk
Museum in Amsterdam in 2018, one stands cramped in front of a couple of de Koonings and
next to Eames chairs, with little space to breathe - it becomes more like an illustration of art
history than an opportunity for an anarchist experience.198 Newman detested art museums’
obsession with furniture and objects from Europe. He did not think they should be a part of a
contemporary art museum’s collection and suggests, in an address to Woodstock’s Art
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Conference, that the Museum of Modern Art do an exhibition with machine guns according to
their logic of elevating ordinary objects to art.199 The writer Andersson-Reese has an
explanation for why Newman was content with finally showing his work in a museum:
Newman placed his paintings in the institutions that perpetuated the capitalist
ideology, in the same way, we might say, that terrorists detonate bombs in the
forum of their own unrest. As a revolutionary artist, a “good terrorist,” Newman
tries to dismantle the walls of the museum from the inside. Rather than assuming
the Zarathustran high ground of artistic elitism, Newman put faith in both his
paintings and the public’s ability to siphon off their anti-capitalist/antitotalitarian implications. 200

There are also some contradicting facts about Pissarro and Newman and their practise of anarchy
in their daily lives. Pissarro wanted to volunteer for military service in the Franco-Prussian war,
radically opposite act to most anarchist ideas. Newman, on the other hand, made a point of being
categorized as a conscientious objector when conscripted during the World War II, even though
he had already been declared not fit for duty. Newman and Annalee were regulars to the
Metropolitan Opera and keen consumers of bourgeois culture.201 Pissarro loved the monarchist
Berlioz’s music and joined the fellow Impressionists at their yearly dinner at the expensive Café
Riche. Both Pissarro and Newman owned property and married, both choices that conflicted with
anarchist principles.
Newman ran for mayor of New York in 1933, which is completely averse to anarchist
ideas, because anarchists strive to abolish institutions, most notably, governments. Newman was,
however, in good company because the anarchist artist Courbet had also served on committees in
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the ill-fated French Commune in 1871. Both Pissarro and Newman believed in humanism and
they extended this to their art and their friendships, even though Newman could be an acerbic
writer, doling out personal attacks at times. They were both voracious readers of not only books
and journals about anarchist ideology, but of the sciences and fiction. Since Kropotkin relates
harmony in nature as the source of anarchist philosophy, we can see their interests in the natural
sciences as a part of a personal quest of finding evidence in support of anarchism. Supporting
this, in Newman’s case, would be Annalee’s comment that “there was a lot of Kropotkin in
everything he did” and “throughout Barnett Newman's life the model of Kropotkin came
through.” 202 Newman’s interests in as diverse topics as ornithology and botany could then be
seen as a will to further find evidence that an anarchist society would be possible in the future.
Communicating political ideas in paintings is difficult when the art moves away from
naturalism, as was the case in the late 19th century. Newman’s fully abstract paintings raise the
same issue. Both Pissarro and Newman believed that it is through the revolutionary art itself and
not the subject matter that artists convey their political beliefs. Formulated in this thesis by
Camille and Lucien Pissarro, as well as by Signac, before the turn of the 19th century, this
strategy has been applied in art schools ever since, and it might have been taught to Newman at
the Art Students League as well. In the absence of obvious political subject matter it is difficult
to relate Pissarro’s and Newman’s art to anarchism specifically. If there is a political stance in
the art, it could be any radical thought, even though there is no doubt that they were sincere in
their convictions that anarchist philosophy permeated their work. Many examples in this thesis
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concerning anarchist intent in Pissarro’s and Newman’s art can be applied to non-anarchist, and
even sometimes conservative artists as well.
Pissarro’s notion that good art is anarchist in itself, without any need of obvious subject
matter (which is also Newman’s ultimate standpoint) can be also considered here. If a political
movement is to be chosen as emblematic of great art of any time, it would then be easy to
champion anarchism, since it is one of the only political philosophies open to immediate change;
with no central leadership, dogma or didacticism, it is uniquely pre-disposed to adapt to new
situations and therefore lends itself to innovation. In 1964, the critic Michael Fried wrote that
true progress in art models itself on the revolutionary dialectics of Marxist theory,203 but as this
thesis has demonstrated, most anarchists believe that the Marxist revolution ultimately ends up
with a new dogma. It could then be that all art which is great has been anarchist, and will
continue to be so in the future, unbeknownst to the artists or not.
To sum up, anarchy certainly influenced Pissarro and Newman’s lives and art, even
though there was no puritanism of ideology in either of them; like the people in Pissarro’s
utopian apple harvest (fig.23), they picked the parts they wanted and discarded the rest.
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Figure. 1: Small Masterpieces of Late 19th
Century, Durand-Ruel Galleries, December
2nd to December 31st, 1939. Cover, detail
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Figure 2: Peter Kropotkin, La Conquête du
Pain, (Paris: Tresse &Stock Éditeurs, 1892).
Dedication, title page. Courtesy of The British
Library. Image by Author.
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Figure 3 (a): James Tissot, The Execution of the Communards by French
Government Forces at Fortifications in the Bois de Boulogne, 29 May 1871.
Water Color. 7 x 11 inch. Private Collection.

Figure 3(b): The Execution of Communards at the Mur des Fédérés
during the “bloody week.” Contemporary Photograph.
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Figure 4: Camille Pissarro, Bank Holiday, Kew, London, 1982. Oil on canvas, 18x21 in.
Private Collection.
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Figure 5: Camille Pissarro, Sketch of a dog. Drawing. Collection of the Ashmolean Museum.
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Figure 6: Edgar Degas, The Bellelli Family (1858-60), Oil on canvas, 79x98 in.
Collection of Musée d'Orsay. (Photo by Author).
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Figure 7: Onement 1 (1948), Barnett Newman, Oil and painted masking tape on canvas, 27 1/4
x 16 1/4", © 2016 Barnett Newman Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York,
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Figure 8(a): “On the Need for Political Action by Men of Culture”. Political brochure
for Newman’s run for Mayor in 1933. Courtesy of The Barnett Newman Foundation.
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Canvas. 25 3/2 x 31 7/8 in. Kunstmuseum Basel, permanent
loan of the Emile Dreyfus Foundation.

98

Figure 11: George Stubbs, The Reapers, 1785. Oil on Wood. 35 x 54 in.
Collection of Tate Britain. (Photo by Author)
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Figure 12: Page 53 from Almanach du Père Peinard, 1894. Pissarro archive at
the Ashmolean Museum. (Image by Author)
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Figure 13: Letter to Selective Service, 1942. Courtesy of
The Barnett Newman Foundation.
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Figure 14. Barnett Newman, Lace Curtain for Mayor Daley, 1968,
Cor-ten steel, barbed wire, splattered paint. 70 x 48 x 10 in.
Courtesy of the Art Institute Chicago.
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Figure 15: Camille Pissarro, Les Turpitudes
Sociales, 1889-90. Cover, 4 inside drawings. In
album with thirty pen and brown ink drawings on
paper pasted. 12¼ x 91/2 in. Collection of Jean
Bonna, Geneva.
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Figure 17: View from Montmartre, November 6, 2018. By Author.
104

Figure 18: Graffiti at rue D’Orchampt, Paris, November 6, 2018. By Author.
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Figure 19: Camille Pissarro, Apple Harvest, 1888. Oil on canvas, 24 x 291/8 in.
Dallas Museum of Art.
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Figure 20: Pissarro’s list with addresses. Janine Bailly-Herzberg,
Correspondance de Camille Pissarro, Tome I (Paris/ Saint- Ouen-l’Aumône:
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